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Thank you to the mods and contributors 
for making this adventure possible. Each 
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Another day, another sacrifice made. 


Hiyoko woke up to the sun beaming down on her as if she were a . - 


princess, though she felt neither joy nor tranquility. Instead, she 
heard sniveling outside her window of yet another broken family. 


Idiots. Just don't get picked next time. It wasn't that hard. 


She wiped the crust out of her eyes, slipping out of bed to don her 
usual dancer garb. Nothing out of the ordinary. Every month, the 
tyrant would choose one of his subjects, and every month, the town 
would offer them up. Tomorrow continued as normal, and the day 
after that, and the day after that. z 


Smelling the sweet aroma of her roommate's cooking, she eventually 
made her debut, sitting down at their shared breakfast table, 
expectant. Routine. - 


=20-0Ohl Good morning, ke L ah, made you some fish." 
Hesitantly, Chihiro put the plate in front of her, smiling softly before 
turning around. 


Without so much as a ‘thank you' she began to dig in, eating so 
elegantly and sitting up straight — until the last bite where she pulled 
out the bone with an obnoxious smack of her lips. “It's alright." 


Though Chihiro winced, it was dispelled quickly by a knock on the 
door. The two flashed a glance at one another, silently asking if 


they’d invited anyone over, and when they realized that, no, they 
had not, Chihiro shook for a moment, causing, HORE to roll her eyes 
and get up. 


She approached the door and didn't hesitate to open it, taking a deep 
breath to chastise whoever decided to interrupt her breakfast, only to 
stop dead in her tracks as she took in the person in front of her. 


Anyone would recognize the right hand of their oppressor. The 
Witch, only known as 'Jack', was at the tyrant's beck and call, and 
now she stood in Hiyoko's doorway, holding out a decree. 


And there, right on the dotted line, was Hiyoko's name for all to see. 


Loud echoes ricocheted around their village as Chihiro dropped a 
bowl and Hiyoko took her death sentence violently out of Jack's 
hànds, slamming the door right in that stupid witch's face. 


A few moments of silence passed, until Chihiro had gulped one too 
many times for her, and she snapped, "What? Do you think it's okay 
to pity me!?" She huffed so loud that Chihiro's whimper couldn't be 
heard over it, but she forced herself to calm down, to think rationally. 


Many people before her hád tried to escape their fate and die. 
But maybe many people before her were dumb as rocks. 


"C'mon, pipsqueak. We've got a big ugly lizard to take down." 
Wasting no time at all, Hiyoko had stripped from her everyday wear, 
putting on some light battle robes and pulling out her precious fan — 
a prized weapon passed down in her family for generations. 


Yet, the entire time, Chihiro stood in the kitchen paralyzed, 
crumpling the decree in their shaking hands. “I-I can't believe...” 


They finally took Hiyoko in, all geared up for war, and added in a 
 wobbly voice, "Hiyoko? H-Hiyoko! There's n-no way that you're 
going to be able to take him on—” But her eyes must've looked 
determined because Chihiro Jus ru ees Raion drei to the IE 


to cleatkup the Triess ey EGRE eae RT X npe 


In any other circumstance, Hiyoko would be berating them to Hell 
and back for their mistake, but right now, she decided to give them: ` 
this courtesy as her mind raced. 


One month from today — if she did nothing — she would be offered as 
the next sacrifice to Byakuya Togami, the tyrant dragon that ruled 
over their entire island. 


And she wasn't going to let some pompous, prissy predator end her amazing 
bloodline. 


“We'll have to figure out who to ask." Had Hiyoko sounded this 
serious in her life? Well, of course she had! She was a very important 
person. But something right now sounded a little more dire. 
Obviously. Her mind wracked itself for minutes, going through the 
entire town before it landed on the most logical conclusion. ^How' — 
about we visit that tiny little frog and his mimic?" 


At this, Chihiro perked up, eyes lighting up for the first time all day. 
“That's... That's a great idea, Hiyoko! I'm sure the barkeep would 
have lots of stories to tell — " 


"Especially considering that nasty barmaid likes dressing up like the 
dragon sometimes. How gross can you be!? It's so nasty I could 
puke!" 


“P-P-Please don't!” t 


“Wha—!? Of course I'm not going to, you dumb bolts-for-brains. _ 
That's just as gross. C'mon, I can't stand your stuttering.” Despite 
getting up and making her way to the door, she waited for Chihiro, 
. scanning them once to see if everything was in order. There was no 
‘telling what information they were about to get, and perhaps, if she 
really wanted to escape her role as sacrifice, she might have to 
overcome even more treacherous threats of death. 


Or maybe itd be super easy. Why not? Dancing was easy, yet 
everyone said it was hard. If she could master her family's traditional 
techniques, she could surely slay a dragon. : 


That kept her head up as she traveled across the town. From the 
minute she opened her door, people stared at her with pity — most 
likely noticing the witch visiting earlier — and oh how she wanted to 
crush all these good-for-nothing future sacrifices. Thankfully, 
Chihiro uncharacteristically dragged her along, making them arrive 
faster than she expected. 


Multiple drunks raised their mugs at her, very familiar with her 
shows, but the minute they recognized Chihiro in front of her, they 
got quiet. Seeing the shy elf was a rare occurrence, and it usually 
meant there wasn't good news, and, well, there wasn't. 


"I need the bossman's pet,” Hiyoko wasted no time spitting, sitting 
down at her favorite table. 


Before Chihiro could get even a peep out, a big, tall man approached, 
sporting dragon horns and golden hair. " Hiyoko." The table shook as 
he sat, crossing his arms. "I see you've yet to run out of names for 


JH" 


me. 


“H-Hi Mister Changeling, sir.” Despite the deceiving nature of 
changelings, this Impostor was allowed to work here in the kitchen 
alongside the town's best chef, Hanamura, and both were well 
known even outside of their island. 


But they were both still pains in the ass to talk to. “It's a pleasure. I 
can infer why you're here, based on the drunken ramblings of today, 
but all I can do is point you in Mister Togami's direction. That 
information, however, will require payment — " 


" — Just because you're case like him doesn’ tmean you have to act 
like him, you stinky reptile — 


— Bring me back some of his royal ingredients. That's all. Now take 
- this map and do not die. You're integral to our business.” Ugh. She 
was going to eat teverything a and not leave him a single bite! 


The island ad only- one. way off of. it: the trading route. Pe deity > 2 
would come by once a week to trade and collect goods, but italsohad | 
a passenger section, Hiyoko had to wait a whole t three Eus before 


that time arrived, and spent money on two darned tickets for entry. 


Once she had that beast's head on a spike, she'd steal two coins for. — 


her troubles, she swore. 


After landing in the neighboring city— notably looking a little 
gloomy and empty, constantly raining—she wasted no time in 
starting her journey, much to her sidekick's dismay. “Wh-Why did I 
agree to this?" Poor Chihiro had sniffled privately to themselves once 
or twice upon the boat, but now that they were getting ready to face 
actual monsters, the full-fledged fear had returned. 


"Oh come on! You've been working on that stupid toy of yours for so 
long. Can't it protect us? I’m really counting on you here.” So don't 
mess it up, went unsaid. 


Somehow, though, the words did seem to pull Chihiro from their i 
slump, and they pulled out what looked to be a little mechanical 
rabbit. “I... Y-You’re right. I want to be... someone who can protect 
people: So...” z 


They’d get their chance sooner than they böth thought, for the woods 
leading up to the pompous castle were filled with many creatures. If 
something hostile dared approach them, Chihiro would quickly 
throw their rabbit down to launch spells at a distance to keep them at 
bay. If they needed more time or ammo, Hiyoko would spin around, 
bringing out her prized fan, and create a magical wind that would 
allow the toy to attack again. 


This kept them alive, but it started to create doubt in Hiyoko's mind. 
How on Earth would they be able to defeat a dragon with this? 


Still, she couldn't give up when she'd gotten so far. Her life was on 
the line. Either she’d die trying to take life under her control, or she’d 
be. claimed at the end of the moon’s cycle. So the only option was 
proving that all those before her were just lazy, nasty pigs who 
accepted their demise. - 


A goblin's arrow whizzed right past her face mid-thought and she 
spat at him, twirling in a graceful circle at the same time to send a 
magical projectile right at his dumb, ugly face. That's right. There 
was no room to hesitate. 


>. are e... 


Battered and bruised, the two roommates walked up to the gaudy 
bridge. Despite the absolute hell that had awaited them throughout 
that awful night, the castle itself was unprotected, practically inviting 
them inside. 


“It’s really scary...” Chihiro accurately pointed out, holding their toy 
tightly as it created an invisible barrier around the two of them. Any 
time the little thing started to get tired, Hiyoko would do a small 
performance to give it a second wind, and every time, Chihiro would 
offer a sincere, “thank you,” that boiled her to her core. 


Or just made her blu: sha a pleased about being appreciated But 
really, who cares about the difference? | 


“Toughen up, Sea w S not like w we're re fighting « a big evil lizard 2 
that could eat us whole Or anything." It PERI as a to not be 


frightened. The aura surrounding the place was suffocating with the 
opulent gold and emerald. Statue after statue, mural after mural — 
they all watched with their turquoise eyes. : 


He knew they were there. 


So, Hiyoko took a risk, turning down a corridor of rubies, which = 
turned into bone. A lucky turn, perhaps, but she couldn’t shake the 
feeling that they were being led. | 


Despite how much they'd kept their head up this whole time, 
Chihiro's eyes began watering, raining delicate tears onto the 
ground. “S-Sorry... sorry. I don't know what came over me...” 


It's fine, she wanted to reply, but the way the rubies turned to 
something else entirely, something darker and denser and deadlier, 
forced her silence. A noise echoed through the hallway they 
traversed through, and both jumped, even causing an embarrassing 


- 


whimper to leave Hiyoko's throat. 


Then the noise continued again and again, sounding like a creature 
being torn apart down to the bone. And yet, through the fear, 
through the terror, Hiyoko took a step forward, shocking herself, 
especially when Chihiro followed behind. 


Her feet eventually led her to the source of the sound, and she froze 
as she came upon two creatures, covered in gills and scales, causing a 
ruckus within a prison of bone. 


The mermaids' teeth sank into the cage, leaving marks. They'd yet to 
break, but through the completely worn-down structure, it was clear 
that they'd been trying to escape for a while. 


Admittedly, Hiyoko hesitated as she noticed their fangs and claws, 
büt that wouldn't stop a good, pure-hearted person like Chihiro, who 
instantly threw Alter Ego into her hands as they ran up to the cage. 
Both creatures looked at the elf in confusion, stopping their gnawing, 
but they quickly relaxed when D heard, "It's okay! We're going to 
get you out!" 


Like hell they were! "Do you wanna get eaten today, idiot!?" Jeez. 
Wasn't she the leader of this adventure? 3 


Then, the bigger mer flared its gills, its up-do ponytail swaying at the 
motion. “Hey! I don't eat any humans! I'm just trying to get myself 
and my brother home.” Oh? So they knew the common language? 


Chihiro fiddled with their toolbelt, trying to make something. Most 
likely a key, considering they were inspecting the lock like it would 
tell them all the answers. Before Hiyoko could ask any other 
questions, a makeshift lock pick was created out of the scraps of 
bone, and the creatures were free... but not before they both ran 2 
- hugged Chihiro, enone] the dancer completely. 


Which, how rude? She S the one who led Chihiro nets to save them: 


“What’s your name, en We will tell : everyone of the brave elf 
who risked their life for us, ” the younger Mer perque b 
= A 


into the artificer's side. 


This time, at least Chihiro had the gall to look guilty as they flashed 
an apologetic look Hiyoko’s way. “We are travelers on a journey to 
save Hiyoko the Dancer. A-And I'm Chihiro.” 


“Aww, what a cute name! I’m Aoi Asahina, future crown of my 
kingdom! And this is my little brother, Yuta.” She, too, had yet to 
stop holding onto Chihiro, until, at the same time, they both let go, 
looking sadly to the ground. "We've been imprisoned for quite a 
while —" 


A loud scratch echoed around them, and suddenly the cage that had 
once imprisoned the merfolk suddenly shifted into some skeletal 
creature. Chihiro squealed loudly and tried to use Alter Ego, but 
wasn't quick enough, meaning Hiyoko had nothing to speed up. 


The skeleton raised some bones, ready to slam them down in some 
destruction, and Hiyoko truly froze. Was this really going to be the. 
end? She gripped her fans tight, ready to shoo it away, but it would 
be difficult at best. 


"Yuta, run!" shouted Aoi next to her, causing her to wince. Following 
instructions, Yuta started sprinting around the cage, water beginning: 
to flow in his steps. "Good, good, keep it up." Once he'd created 
enough of a wave, Aoi summoned a trident and ran into his wake 
before jumping, the water following her. 


She flew through the air in a beautiful arc, winding her arm back ~ 
before aiming straight for the core of the creature, and zipped 
forward. Right before Hiyoko's eyes, the beast was slain, falling as 
- „shattered dust particles into the fading water to never rise again. 


Aoi landed with grace, standing up right after to shake the water off 
her body, and proudly declared, "Take that, you foul beast! You are 
no match for the Asahina duo!" 


Hope started to ignite in Hiyoko's chest. Her feet kept her moving to 
find these two, their brute strength. Their secret to winning. 


Strength in Aoi, Support in Yuta, Technology in Chihiro, and 
Perfection, Beauty, and. Smarts in herself. There was nothing they 
couldn't do. "We're here to defeat the dragon. And I want you to join 


L4 


us. 


The two looked at her in shock for only a moment, before mimicking 
one another in bringing up a single fist. 


"He won't know what hit him," Aoi beamed. 


“Together we will change the tide,” Yuta added. "We know how to 
get to his room. Follow us!" 


And Hiyoko just smiled, journeying behind them. As a team of four, 
nothing stood in their way. No matter what guards or monsters 
defended the Ultimate Beast, Aoi would rifle through them in the 
blink of an eye. Chihiro provided defenses, Yuta the water, and 
Hiyoko the rejuvenation. A real adventuring team, with a real goal, 
and a real synergy. 


After what felt like hours, they made it to the main throne room, a 
trail of corpses behind them. Fury radiated in all of their eyes as they 
busted down the door, ready for the final showdown. 


There he was, right in front of his throne, standing tall, proud, 
looking at them all like they were ants. For once, Hiyoko now 
understood why people looked at her weirdly when she squished all 
those defenseless bugs. 


But she wasn't defenseless, not anymore. "My name is Hiyoko 
Saionji, your supposed next sacrifice." She raised her fan high to the 
sky and watched as his eyes narrowed in on her specifically, making 
her giggle, innocent and child-like. “And I will be the one to defeat 
you!” 


Chihiro sighed, tugging on her robes, and she sighed right back, even 
louder and more obnoxious. “And my team will be taking you down, 
too!” JU ee re: | 


E re = - =æ c 


The dragon just gave a bored huff, stretching out his wings, retorting, 


ee 


"You've made my life easier by bringing yourself to me. I thank you 
for the entertainment, but you're severely delusional if you think‘ 
your misfit group of outcasts and fish can defeat me.” He snapped his 
fingers, smirking proudly, and the witch that had once delivered 
Hiyoko's sentence peered from behind his throne. 


With a few waves of her hand, Toko’s hair flared, tongue lolling out 
of her mouth, and Byakuya grew. Suddenly, he had large fangs, 
sharp claws, and was triple the size he was just a moment ago. 
Instead of being a man with dragon-features, he was now a full beast, 
spewing a powerful flame and a laugh that rumbled the entire throne 
room. 


Unaffected by the frivolous display, Hiyoko did one dramatic twirl, _ 
giving everyone a second wind. Inspired by her confidence, Alter, - 
Ego raised a barrier, Yuta ran in circles to create some waves, and Aoi 
summoned her spear. The battle for her, no, their survival had finally 
begun. 
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ON THE RUN 


Story by Vi A Art by wogglebugg 


Jeers. Shouts. Screams. Noises all bled into a sharp ringing in his ears. 
When he blinked, he could still see her face in the darkness. So, he 
kept his eyes wide and open, looking towards the light. 
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Sun melting on the horizon, Leon felt the wind whipping through his 
hair of flames. He hadn't realized how intense the color would be 
when he initially dyed it with that potion in the hopes of looking 
somewhat dissimilar to the face now staring vacantly into many 
town squares and slim alleyways. It had taken his light brown hair 
and turned it a blazing red. Though now, he noticed the wanted 
posters had caught onto the change and were depicting him in his 
current sodden glory. 


Dirt beneath his heels crystallized into sand, the ruckus he was 
fleeing from growing more and more distant. Good, he could spare a 
moment to catch his breath. Being on the run was definitely not as 
fun as he had imagined it would be as a child, when he gazed at his 
loot lovingly after picking pockets and slipping into places he didn't 
belong. It seemed more romantic then, wanted posters were portraits 
that boasted to the rest of the world your talents as a thief or assassin. 
Now, they just served as a reminder of everything he was trying to 
escape. Sighing, he tooka moment to catch his breath. 


An arrow suddenly sliced through the air, so close he could feel the 


- 
„ie, 
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bristles at the end grazing his cheek. His moment of respite was over. 
Fumbling for the weapon in his pocket, he renewed his sprint, 
sparing backward glances at the lone vigilante hehad yet to lose. As 


Ic _ he found his grip on his slingshot, the archer released a fierce cry into — 
the air, a definite signal to the rest of the entourage that had’sparked ~~ 


the chase. Muttering obscenities, Leon loaded his slingshot with the 

largest rock from his collection, pulling back, slowing to aim. He 

_ squinted. Aimed at the middle of the forehead. While an arrow was 

.. nocking into his opponent's bow, he let loose the ammunition. It 
Peter. thudded | perfectly between their brows, causing them to fall down to 
ze == thie: ground, bow dropping next to their body. Of course, it would 
A in only. be a temporary relief, so he zipped to put distance between 
se “them. 
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Stine a possible alcove along the coast, Leon ran towards it. More 
stray rock, a steep incline as a cliff loomed over the waters. And 
behind the rock face, a perfect place to high. Sweat gleaming on his 
brow, he called to the ship that was anchored to the beach, “Hello? 
Anyone there?"No one paced the deck or answered his call, and the 
ladder aboard was still set up, so he barely hesitated before climbing 
up, looking around before concluding that no one else would be 
joining him onboard. Collapsing against the ship's side, his limbs 
burnt from sprinting. The mob could bring their pitchforks and 
torches, but they would never think to run across the beach as far as 
he had in order to duck beyond the rocky skiff. Whoever had left the 
ship had found the perfect hiding spot. Finally able to catch his 
©... breath, Leon felt exhaustion swoop over him like a blanket. 


qe Something prodded Leon awake, a sharp point playing with the skin 


of his neck as voices overhead clicked like the cries of: circling - z 
vultures. Opening one eye, he saw the full moon gazing at Tunt cn 


milky abundance. i re e = 


- “He's opened his eyes.” Hot breath brushed across his skin, forcing- 
him to realize that someone was leaning over him, ‚a. shadowy E = 
silhouette. Two sharp points pierced the shape of the moon, panes. = 


= 
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ES him cringe as the face loomed closer. There was a slight glowing in 
the person's eyes of absolute silver. Scrambling backward, he hit his 
head. back against the wooden side. The tiefling straightened, 
` scoffing as Leon kicked at the tail lingering near his legs. “Oh, and 
he sscared.” 


Echo down, he saw the pee that had been grazing his neck. He 
gulped. “Please, don't hurt me.’ 


"Who are you?" The Done s voice was as sharp as her re 


“I...” Leon watched the tail swish soy glittering in the die light 


of at “Tm a bard.” 


“A bard. Of course. You look as foolish as one." A soft voice laughed, 
ghostly. He wondered if he imagined the sound, for when he looked 
around he saw no one else aboard and the tiefling's lips hadn't 
moved after her mocking. She kicked his leg, which had stretched 
towards her. "Where's your lute?" 


"Lost" He spit out, hoping she wouldn't catch the fear Een 
through him, flushing his face. “I lost it." - “= 


She crouched over him, he tried to avoid looking at the sharp points 
of her canines, the deep wine color of her skin. A deep and dark 
purple tone possessed her flesh, her hair straight and long, a light 
violet framing the pointed angles of her head. She snarled, “Sing for 


A 


me. 


Leon swallowed thickly, licked his lips. He began to vocalize, his 
eyes flickering down towards the tiefling's legs. As he increased in 
volume, he swept his leg towards her ankles, catching her by 
surprise, allowing him a moment to move, to D AE and 
away. | 


"- ne 
n. 


--Growling, the tiefling is after him, swinging her sword 
toward him, her other hand reaching to her hip where her smaller 


blade was kept, only to find the sheath empty. Leon had snagged it 
and now held it shakily in front of him. “You think you're so clever," 
she grunted, swiping at him. He tried to swerve around her 


movements, to dodge each slash and rush of aggression. Eventually, s 
his adrenaline flickered out, she caught his wrist, squeezing until the 

E . blade dropped from his grip, then slamming her arms. on either side 

- of him, cornering him between the high sides of the uuu “Nice try.” 


“Kirigiri!” A low voice snapped, making the Hefling’ S eyes widen — MT 
slightly before her head Slovely started to turn away from facing him. 
“Don't kill him." 


ES wasn't..." The tiefling, ee named Kirigiri, said, her sharp 
ie. canines flashing This close, Leon could make out the rough edges of 
her horns that curled up and away from the crown of her head. Her 
~~. Jashes were white and became illuminated in the glowing aura of her 


Es. 


= 
E Z a ‘silvery eyes. 
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“Look at him, he’s trembling. You're going to make him soil his pants 
if you keep grimacing at him like that.” Another voice chimed in, this 
one higher than any of the others. 


“The bard cowers at the sight of real warriors.” The low voice said, 
bemused. Glancing around the tiefling's shoulder, Leon saw the tall, 
muscled figure of a woman across the ship. 


“Pirates.” he blurted. "You're pirates." He remembered seeing that 
frame in a poster similar to his own, he remembered seeing spindles 
of white hair falling over broad, scarred shoulders. Sakura, that was 
the tall warriors name. And the tiefling, he recalled reading a 
description mentioning the skin, the horns, the scowl. 


— = Kirigiri replied, “And you're not really a bard, are you?" 
a “Tam!” He insisted, trying to force believability into his voice. But the 
~~ tiefling just seemed to roll her eyes, lips pursing. 


à A flicker of light drew his attention away from the woman in frontof . . - 
- her, towards a face now illuminated by flame. This third person's = a 

eyes were clear and blue as ocean currents, her lips full and round, 

- her cheekbones sharp and angular. She stood at the crow's nest of the- = 

mast, high above the rest of them. She must have been the Captain pore 


Asahina he remembered reading about. “What is your reason og LS 


= 
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X "He shook his head, “How do: you know my name?” 


being on our ship, Leon?” 


He startled at the sound of AB name. He had gotten t used to having to 


hear it nipping at his heels as he was chased out “of town after town. - 
And before that, only one person ever really used it. And now, that S 


person was gone. He tried to shake the sound of his friend's voice 
from his head, heat rising to his cheeks as the weight of each 


‚woman’s scrutiny fell upon him. How could he possibly respond? 


- Kirigiri grabbed her blade from the deck. "Did you want to use our 


ship to run away? To flee from the Consequences waiting for you 
inland?” x 


Now re on the run. An outlaw.” The warrior, Sakura, said. 


“An outcast,” said Asahina, jumping down to be on their level. Now 
he could see more of her features, the points of her ears, the bronze of 
her hair glittering like starlight. 


“Y our face is everywhere,” Kirigiri added bluntly. 


“Well, why don't you turn me in?” 


The tiefling sheathed her weapons, sighing. It was obvious she was 
now bored with his questions. “Isn't it obvious? We would be 
turning ourselves in as well if we brought you to the King. And 
you're no murderer.” 


> What?" : 


"The Princess Maizono. You couldn't have killed ER The elven 


captain said. 


The mention of his friend's name brought him back to that day so- - 
many weeks ago. The day his entire world had crumbled, the day all 
of this had started. Slipping in through her window as he usually did | 
. to visit her bringing him the sight of her body collapsed : on the floor, 
face pale and unmoving. A puddle of blood soaking her dress. His _ 
screams of agony drawing guards into the room. Spears following — > 


ur 


-———2 his:escape down the tower, outside of the kingdom's walls. Running, 
running, running away from the place that had once been home. 


- "You. . you really believe me?" 


The tiefling looked to her captain, who nodded. "You're a terrible 
fighter, Maizono would have been able to overpower you easily. And 
if we really thought you had done it, then we wouldn't have gone 
through the effort to capture the suspect currently below deck." 
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HEALTH INSPECTION 


Story by Scribbles Art by Zeph 


Mirai Tavern was pleasantly quiet, as it typically was so late into the 
night. Makoto wiped down the counter for the tenth time that hour, 
just so he would have something to do. Komaru hummed a cheery 
tune beside him. He wondered if they might be able to close up early 
tonight... 


It was peaceful. The dim light made Makoto’s eyes droop, and he 
almost jumped out of his feathers when the door rang open. 


The icy cold glare of a familiar high elf was enough to make his 
shoulders drop, although Komaru seemed much more — well, 
ruffled. Her eyes flitted right past Byakuya to land on the gangly 
goblin shuffling through the door behind him. 


“Toki!” she squawked, running up to the counter in a heartbeat. 


Makoto chuckled softly, then looked back over to the elf approaching 
the counter. "Byakuya," he chirped, rocking back on his talons. 
“What can I get for you tonight?" | 


“You ought to know by now I'm not here for any of your excuse for 
drink,” he scoffed, and Makoto smiled back fondly. Komaru poured 
drinks beside him, chattering on brightly with Toko. 


"What could you possibly be here for, then?” he teased. "I know you 
must have picked up on it by now, but we're awfully busy... I don't 
think I really have the time to—” | 


Byakuya cleared his throat. “Stop talking: I came here for a reason, 
obviously. I have something I must... hand off to you. I need to 
discuss something with you." 5 


Makoto quirked an eyebrow. “Huh? Well...” he glanced off at the 
empty tavern. “Well, ok. I guess I have the time to talk —” 


As if he had cast a spell, the door burst open. A boy with hair as red 
as —or, upon closer inspection, maybe it really was fire-stood in the 
doorway. A small crowd of children huddled around him. 


“Hi! Welcome to the — 


The boy ignored Makoto entirely. He turned around to face his 
companions. “You sure this is the place? It looks so... ordinary, 
dontcha think?” 


“Yes, I'm sure. Could you please stop blocking the doorway?” 
"Yeahhhh...It's c-cold out here...” 
“You're always cold, Jataro!” 


The children clambered in, and finally, the fiery boy looked over at 
the bar. “Hellooo, demons!” He stood proudly with his hands on his 
hips. “It's me, Masaru Daimon! Valiant leader of the Warriors of 
Hope! And we're here to, uh...” 


“Health inspection,” a solemn elf boy whispered far too loudly. 


“Oh, yeah! We're here to inspect your health! Cower before our.. 
inspection power... or, va gimme a sec, I can come uE s 
something better than that.. 


"Health inspection?" Komaru Er even louder than the boy. 


"Makoto, you told me they weren't coming for another week at least! 
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. There are, like, five j jars. of worms in the cellar! 
Toko sputtered. -Wh-what? What?” | 


Komaru tilted her ar "What: do: yoü iudi we eat. Y 


Toko only cradled her head i in E hands fora few moments s before 


turning her attention back to the children. “And what do you m- 
mean, health inspection? Y-you're just some random kids! Wh-what: - 
are you trying to pull?” 


A pink-haired tiefling girl beside Masaru stomped her foot, and the 
sound echoed through the room. "Not just random kids! See, we've 
sort of formed our own autonomous government here, so we're 
toootally licensed! Isn't that just soooo exciting?” She spun around in 
a circle, pumping her fists in the air, and the children behind her 
whispered very overtly. Makoto found himself shuffling closer to the 
counter to try to pick up what they were saying. 


The girl skipped over towards the counter. “Oh, but how rude of me 
not to introduce myself! My name is Kotoko Utsugi! Oh, oh! Do you ~ 
guys serve sweet stuff here? I’m totally in the mood for a cutesy, - 
drink...” She bounced up onto her toes to look over the counter, and 
Masaru popped up beside her. 


“H-hey, Kotoko,” and his eyes wavered so that he suddenly looked: 
nothing like the self-assured boy from before. "I don't like it here. 
Something's telling me it's not here. Uh, leader's intuition, you 
know?" 


Kotoko's face scrunched in thought. "But Monaca said this is the 
place! There's no way she was—" And then she stopped, and her 
round eyes hardened. "Heeey, I know what this is about!" She 
hopped up onto the counter elegantly, and Makoto stumbled back. 
She struck a pose on the countertop, hand on her hip and battered ~ 
shoe pointed outwards, and Makoto silently mourned that he'd have 
to wipe down the counter again before they closed. 


“Kotoko winked, and Masaru smiled wobbly back up at her. “Chin 
up! This is our paradise, isn’t it? None of that filthy adult crap here!” 
And before anyone could ask what in the world that meant, she kicked 
a freshly poured glass onto the ground, and it shattered loudly. 


Makoto remained frozen in shock as Komaru cried out indignantly 
and moved to get Kotoko off of the counter, but her foot caught and 
she toppled to the ground. 


Kotoko raised a pink hand up to 
cover her mouth in- feigned 
surprise. "Oops! Oh, I’m sorry. I’m 
just too clumsy for my own good!" 
She spun and kicked the second 
glass down. Toko scrambled back 
to avoid the shattering glass and 
sticky liquid pooling onto the 
ground. "Hm... You know, I don't 
think it's up here, Masaru! That's 
super lame... Ugh, Maybe you 
ought to go check somewhere 
else?" She poked out her tongue 
and knocked the third glass over. 


Masaru nodded diligently and ran 
off through the commotion, and Toko bared her teeth and climbed 
over the barstool to wrangle Kotoko back to the ground. 


Makoto turned on his talons to help his sister up, only to be met with 
the masked boy-how he had managed to sneak past the counter was 
beyond him, although that wasn't exactly the primary concern at the 
moment. Jataro sat on the ground, mixing several very expensive 
bottles together into a cup with... grass? And were those ants..? 


Komaru squawked beside him. “Wh-what are you doing?" 


Jataro looked up at her slowly. "Oh, I'm just making a potion... Don't 
mind me..." He hovered his sleeve over the cup and let a handful of 
twigs splash in. "I found some extra powerful ingredients outside... 
and you know, do you ever wonder what it would be like to be a 


worm? All surrounded by damp, cold, gritty dirt.... Oh, no! I forgot 


the dirt..." 


"You can't—" Koniaru grabbed the bottle from his hand, and 


somehow he looked even more Er than before. "You have to 


pay for that stuff, you know!” ee ea 


“Oh.. . Um, do us take flowers? My pockets a fall of flowers.. 


H 


They're all dead and wilted, but... I think they're nice...." 


A sudden clearing of the throat from behind caught Makoto's 
attention once more. The stormy-eyed elven boy was glaring daggers 
at him. He walked up to the counter purposefully. "Hello. My name 
is Nagisa Shingetsu, vice leader of the Warriors of Hope. We're here 
to —" he stepped to the side to avoid the glass flying across the way, 
" — conduct a thorough inspection of your establishment.” 


Byakuya glared at him disbelievingly. "What you ought to be 
doing," he growled, "is vacating the premises immediately. Do you 
have any idea how much the quantity of money you lot owe is 
increasing with each passing moment?" 


Nagisa glowered over at him. "I wasn't talking to —" His sharp eyes E 
_ caught on his pale hand, and they dilated near imperceptibly. “The 
. ring on your hand. Where did you get that?" 


‘Byakuya bristled, holding his hand back defensively. “I don’t know 
who you think you are, you dull excuse for a common worm, but 
you—” P 
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“Byakuya! Y-you can’t talk to the customers that way 


Both elves turned to look at Makoto incredulously. - 


Another girl, a fairy so small she must have been looked over when 
the other children entered, flew up to Nagisa and smiled sweetly. 
“Nagisa,” she hummed, brilliant wings fluttering rapidly behind her, 
"I really appreciate all the hard work you've put in so far, but..." and 
the stoic elf inexplicably turned into a blushing, fidgety mess, "I 
don't like it here very much. I think we're done here, meow!” 


“B-but, what about the — " 


The girl tilted her head, narrowing her little eyes. "Monaca said it's 
time to leave!" She took a deep breath, then that sickeningly sweet 
smile returned, and she winked at Nagisa. "I told you, everything's 
taken care of! Let's go now, ok?" 


Nägisa gulped. “O-ok, of course, Monaca.” And before either of the 
adults had a chance to stop them, both children darted off in opposite 
directions to gather their companions. 


"Honestly, the nerve of those...” Byakuya's words faded out of his 
ears as he lunged back to the ground to help scoop up the pile of 
worms Jataro had accidentally released. 


Speaking of Jataro — as quickly as he had appeared, he was out from 
behind the counter, dashing out the door just behind the other 
children. 


The door slammed shut behind them, and finally, it was quiet once 
more. 


Makoto scrambled back up to his feet. He had been hoping they 
might close early tonight, although that seemed less than likely now. 
Komaru was covered in dirt and ‘potion’, and Toko lay panting on 
_ the ground, surrounded y gas and drink, presumably having lost 
the fight with Kotoko. = =- 3 - 


Byakuya huffed ae ashe leaned! forward to pick an ant out of 


Makoto's feathers. “...Well, as | was saying...” Makoto looked back at 


him N and Ebo pu PORTA no mind. EX - pony += 


must entrust to your care. See, as the next in line to inherit the 
Togami name, I—” he pushed his glasses up his nose with a finger, 
and trailed off as his eyes flitted across his hand. “What in the...?" 


He flexed his ringless hand in front of his face, glowering as if it 
might bring it back- “Those idiotic children... How in the world did 
ey... 
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Masaru ran just ahead of the rest of his companions, keeping his pace 
slow enough that the others could keep up. "Heh... Those idiot 
demons! Bet they never saw it coming!" 


Nagisa panted loudly behind him as he struggled to keep up. "I 
think... they might have noticed... “Health inspection”? No way they, 
bought that..." 


"Oh... but I worked so hard on inspecting all their stock... Made 
some real special potions... Although that weird bird girl totally 
stopped me from drinkin' em..." 


"Jataro, you idiot! I bet you don't even know what a health inspector 


al 


Monaca hummed happily where she lay, nestled securely in the 
fabric of Nagisa's tattered scarf. "Well, it doesn't matter what 
demons like them think of us! We got what we came for, and that's all 
that Monaca cares about!" 


Nagisa glanced down at her and almost tripped over a rock. " Argh — 
Wh-Why did you need that ring, anyways? How is that old thing 
supposed to help with our paradise?" 


"Hm?" Monaca pulled the ring closer to her chest, running her small 
hands over the shimmering gem. "Well... Monaca wanted it! Isn't it 
just so pretty?" 


Nagisa sputtered in Rite 3 and ad laughed loudly. "Don't 
worry Monaca, I get it! That ring is totes adorbs! It sooo belongs to a 


p 


cute girl like you, not that gross old demon! 


...Byakuya's mission may have been foiled, the Naegis forced to 
spend much longer closing than they had initially hoped — but at 
least Monaca had another pretty object to add to her collection. 
Monaca was content, and everything was right with the world. 
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A ROLLLING MIS (CONCEPTION 


Story by Lance A Art by TheFloralPeach 


Kazuichi nervously adjusted his hoodie, making sure it was straight. 
Wearing any clothes other than his jumpsuit made him feel weird, 
but he had a date, and he was going to look better than that. He took 
a deep breath and flashed a smile for slipping on his shoes. 


He hurried down the stairs. This was it, he was finally going to a 
girl's room! It was just the first step to a longer journey. He arrived at 
Room 116 before he knew it. This was it. 


He knocked, and almost immediately the door flew open. Tsumugi 
was there, looking at him brightly. “Kazuichi! You came!” She threw 
her arms around him. 


"Of course I did. You invited me and I'd never pass up on that," he 
replied. He wondered if she could hear his heart pounding. 


She released him and grabbed his wrist. “C’mon, let's go inside! The 
others are waiting!" 


“ Alri- wait. The others?" he questioned. Tsumugi didn't reply as she 
tugged him into the room. He stumbled inside, nearly tripping onto 
the blue carpet. After catching himself, he looked around. The whole 
place was lit by dozens of flickering candles. Next to the door'was a 
large glass case, full of both innocuous and risqué anime figurines. In 
the corner, he could see sewing station overflowing with cloth and 
outfits. Bookshelves sporting manga were along the walls. 


=> Finally, his eyes settled on the table, where two familiar people were 
sitting. “Peko? Gundham?” His two classmates were sitting in the 
chairs. Gundham sat one leg over the other and was reading over a 
paper. His hamsters were perched on his head and shoulders, their 
- beady eyes following their master's. Peko, on the other hand, sat 
-cross-legged in her chair, studying a large book. Both looked'at him 
as he said their names. 


" Ah, if itisn't Kazuichi; it is a surprise to run across your P -haired x 


scalp here,” Gundham said. Peko simply dipped her head. 


linus] gestured towards one of the empty chairs. “Please, fake a 
seat.” | 


Still stunned, he obeyed, and she sat in the final one. “What is this?” 


“Welcome to the first meeting of the Hope’s Peak Dungeoneering 
Club!” Tsumugi announced. 


Peko raised her eyebrow. “Dungeoneering Club? You mean that you 
guys have that dream too? The one about a dungeon full of black and 
white bears that we have to fight after leveling up in a board game?” 
Everybody looked at her confused. “Just me, I guess.” 


“You have come to the right person,” Gundham said. “My sorcery is 
strong enough to defeat any dungeon-dwelling menaces.” 


“Not literally fighting through a dungeon! I mean like in the realm of 
imagination!" Tsumugi unfolded something and placed it down on 
the table. It was a cardboard folding screen. A large dragon roared on 
the cover, breathing fire and spreading its wings. "You have been 
hand-selected for this club, based on a multifactor analysis of how 
likely each of you would be to play this game in an anime." 


"Is that a good thing?" Kazuichi asked. Bom oe =: 


> Gundham scoffed. "Of course it is a good thing! My dark soul is 


-being recognized as one with the highest potential! It is only fitting 
for the Prince of Darkness!” Kazuichi internally rolled his eyes. ~ 


Peko looked at Tsumugi coolly, unphased by Gundham’s bluster. 


“We're playing the game from is book?" She raised the book that. : 
she'd been reading. 


“Yep! Dungeons and Dragons! An epic adventlibs uie where you - 

get to play characters of your own creation!” Tsumugi looked . . 

triumphant. É ! DT m VE 

"I'm not sure that I agreed to that,” Kazuichi felt the words tumble 
. out of his mouth before he could catch them. 
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gre “Oh? I was gonna tell you, but you got all excited. I figured that 
x. wyou d already figured me out, just like pene Conan!” PS] 
xS — _ wilted. “But if you really don’t want to be here.. 


er = = "That sad look tore at Kazuichi's heartstrings; he couldn’t admit that 
es he'd gotten the wrong idea. "That's not what I meant! I meant that I 
didn't know we'd be playing-" he searched for the way out before 
settling on "-our own characters." He thought he saw Peko's 


eyebrows twitch in disbelief, but it passed too quickly. 


Tsumugi perked back up. "Alright then!" She started passing out 

sheets, then handed each of them a handbook. “Feel free to go wild 

with character creation. I've got extra classes, so if nothing speaks to 
you, let me know." 


The three dove into character creation. Kazuichi looked through the 
book, going over the different races. Every so often, he looked up. 
Peko and Gundham were already filling out their sheets. He looked 
down at the book again and frowned. 


o Tsumugi drifted over to him, looking over his shoulder. " Any 
questions?" 


Kazuichi debated whether to say anything, before deciding to Speak 


up. “Yeah. I guess it's just that none of these speak to met EX VERE 


“Well, that's a problem. After all, I want this to bea fun mar for - 
_ you to roleplay.” She turned to a stack of books and pulled one. out. 
“Take a look at this.” s 


em 


He took the book. The title read Eberron: Rising from = Last War. It LS 


I - 


B Ku nodded. “That does sound cool.” 


Il had: a robotic-looking creature on the front. He began to thumb 
through it until | something caught his eye. “What's this?" 


- "That's the artificer class. E re magical inventors. Does that sound 


interesting?" ; 


"Every party can be made better = a gadgeteer! No pressure, 
though!” 


“Alright.” Kazuichi kept ER and Tsumugi walked to the others 


to check on them and give him some space. He started forming an 
idea of who he might choose and began to fill out his character sheet. 


With some head-scratching, guidance from Tsumugi, and reading 
and rereading of long paragraphs, he completed his character. He 
took a deep breath and looked up. Peko and Gundham appeared to 
have finished already. Tsumugi spread her arms. "Welcome, fair 
adventurers. All of you have finished, so why don't you introduce 
yourselves to each other?" 


Gundham cleared his throat and flourished with his hand. ^I am 
Tanaka, the Forbidden One! My magic is incomprehensible to all 
other than fiends! Along with my imp familiar Gan-G, I've traveled 
these lands, spreading villainy!" E : 


“Villainy?” Kazuichi echoed. Gundham glared at him. 


“Well, that certainly sets you up for a unique spot in this!” Tsumugi 
jotted down some notes. She flicked the end of her pencil at Peko. 
“Your turn!” 


Peko dipped her head and looked down at her sheet. “I'm Kokono 


Totatsu, a Drow Paladin with the Oath of Protection. ” She didn’ t 


‚sound enthusiastic, speaking in the same calm, measured tone she 


^ always did. 


Tsumugi frowned. "Who are you sworn to o protect?" 
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“My master, a duke, and his family." The tone didn't change. 


Kazuichi knew Tsumugi was fighting a losing 
battle; Peko’d never seemed great with social 


cues. 


Tsumugi tapped her chin with the pencil - 
before moving on to him. “You, good sir?” 


Kazuichi cleared his throat. Suddenly, he 
felt kind of nervous. What if he 
sounded weird? What if the others 
thought his character was stupid? 
Anxious thoughts began to creep 
in, reminding him of why he 
A didn't do things like this. 


“Well? C'mon Kaz!” Tsumugi's bright voice broke through the 
haze. “We all wanna hear who we're partnering up with!” 


Kazuichi shook away the thoughts and smiled, playing 
off the pause. "I'm Lefty. I’m an Artillerist Artificer and a 
changeling.” Tsumugi gave him an encouraging smile 
and he continued. “I constantly create things, trying to 
improve people's lives.” 


Tsumugi clapped. “Bravo, everyone! However, we 
could have more immersion, don't you think?” 
When she was met with confused stares, her 
gleam didn't fade. “Come with me!” She 
grabbed Gundham's wrist and dragged him 
over to the changing curtain in the corner. "In 
you go!" Gundham tumbled in. Tsumugi 
turned and waved to Peko and Kazuichi. 
"Ill be right back!” 


He and Peko exchanged a glance. “What 
do you think she's going todo to us?" 
Kazuichi asked. ; 


Peko shook her head. “I do not know. My only guess is that it häs to am 
. vehe Zu: ae 
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dowith how she read over all of our equipment.” 


It do like whatever was happening behind the curtain, 


- Gundham "was cooperating. There weren't sounds of struggle. 


Finally, Tsumugi stuck her head out. “Next!” 


- Gundham went out the opposite side as Peko disappeared behind 
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the screen. He looked at Kazuichi. “Behold, my new tiefling form! 
Gundham was now wearing a mid-sleeved black shirt, which was 


tattered at the ends and accentuated his bandaged forearms. He'd ~ 
changed into black breeches, which disappeared beneath 


knee-high leather boots. A red bandana hung around his 
neck. On his head, he sported two horns which curled 
backward before poking up. A leather bag hung at his 
waist, and on his shoulder, a stuffed little demon was 
perched. : 


“Is that what she’s gonna do to me?” 


“Likely so. You too will go to a realm of fantastical creatures.” A loud 
clang came from behind the screen, causing the two boys to jump. 
What exactly had Tsumugi gotten her hands on? 


A few minutes later, Peko came out from the screen. She had on a 
chainmail shirt over a white long-sleeve shirt. She wore brown pants, 
and Tsumugi had strapped metal greaves to her legs. She had a 
Western-style sword with a fancy crossguard hanging at her hip. 
Peko shuffled back toward the table. Tsumugi beckoned Kazuichi 
with her finger. He gulped and followed. 


Tsumugi was sitting on a stool, her wrist pincushion on and a spool 
of thread on her desk. Beyond her, there was a pile of clothes waiting. 


His heart started pounding. Was she going to need him to Hem his 


clothes off? Set tke = 


“No, don't worry,” Tsumugi said as if she could read his mind. 
“This'Il just take a moment. Stay still.” She stood and closed in. She 


became a blue whirlwind, pulling clothing and accessories out of 
midair. Kazuichi barely felt a thing. 


Ta 
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Before he knew it, she was stepping away, giving a once over to 
admire her work. He looked down to see his new clothes. A button- 


down shirt with a fancy collar was tucked into a.brown set of pants 
held up with suspenders. She hadn't touched his work shoes, but — 


she’d slipped gloves on, with molded rubber jewels. A set of^- 


steampunk goggles and a toolbelt completed the look. He did some 
poses in her cosplay mirror. It felt right. 


s Tsumugi's face appeared over his shoulder. ^How does it look?" 


“Tt looks i incredible!” Kazuichi was still O at himself. “How 
did ze get this all wen 
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am the ultimate cosplayer! Tsumugi patted him on the back. “I 
- think it looks wonderful on you. Now, there's no time to waste! Let's 
get back to the others." 


He walked out of the changing area. Peko and Gundham were sitting 
back at the table. Gundham looked pleased at his transformation, 
while Peko gave a single nod of approval. 


Tsumugi sat back down and spread her arms. "Shall we begin now, 
travelers?" 


"Sure," Kazuichi responded. Peko nodded in agreement. 
"Show us our destiny!" Gundham agreed. 


Tsumugi smiled. " Alright. Now, our story begins as many stories do. 
Each of you is working. What' re you guys doing?” 


: E Gundham stroked his chin. "I would be out in the woods, tracking a 


fiend to study and add to my army." 


“I think that I'd be sitting in a bar, watching out ES myi next Be 


Peko responded. Ee = m : 


“Tell me about that next target, Kokono.” = i ; Rm = 


. Peko thought for a moment. “He's a person who's gotten a little too- 
talkative. We can't let him spill any family secrets.” = 


"^| see." Tsumugi scribbled on her notepad. " And you, Lefty?" 


"Iguess I'm in my workshop, working on something new?" 


What might that be?” Her tone was encouraging and put Kazuichi 


i dt CHSe- 


am 


“He decided to go with something similar to what he'd. always 


wanted. “It's a steam-powered helicopter. It'll revolutionize travel!” 


“That sounds marvelous!" Tsumugi trilled. “Now, the three of you ~ 
are doing your work, when suddenly, you notice a tendril of red mist 


sliding next to you." 


" A cloud out of hell?" Gundham gestured to the ground next to him. 
"I would like to inspect it and see if I recognize it.” 


“Alright, Tanaka, what does it say next to your Arcana skill?" 
Tsumugi asked. 


Gundham scanned the paper. "It says that I have a +4.” 


"That means that you roll a twenty-sided die and add four to the roll. 
That's the basic way checks work in this game." Tsumugi explained. 


Gundham rolled a die. "18." 


"Excellent; you passed. However, because you passed, you can 
confirm that you've never seen anything like this." 


Gundham nodded. “Very well. I'd like to just observe." 
"What about the two of you?" 


Peko studied her sheet. “I think I'd look around to see where it's 
coming from." 


"Ok. Roll a perception check." xe e ee 


aT. x 


Tsumugi hummed. “It’s snaking its way under the door. As you take 
a look at the windows, you can see it creeping up the side.” 


"I'd grab a coat, stuffing it under the crack in the door.” 

“Alright, and you, Lefty?” 

"I'd try to find some piece of equipment. My lab is cluttered though.” 
“Sounds good; roll Investigation.” | 

Kazuichi rolled. The die tumbled and came up on one. “I got a 4." 


Tsumugi sucked through her teeth. “That's not sufficient. You 
scramble to find something, but you can't. I Ineed Doy to roll a 
- Constitution saving throw." i 


The three rolled their dice. Gundham got an 8, Kazuichi a 7, and Peko 
a 12. Tsumugi looked over the results and checked them against her 
notes. “None of those are sufficient. As each of you breathe in the gas, 
you fall into a deep sleep." 


Kazuichi strangely started feeling anxious. This didn't seem good. 


"When all of you wake up, it's evening. Nobody is around." 


Peko frowned. “Timmediately race out of the abandoned tavern.” 


“You ‚go outside, and the town you were in, formerly bustling with 


- life, is now. dead and gloomy. Doors are rotting off their hinges. 


Above you is an enormous moon, filling up the sky with its sickly 


- green glow. As the other two of you examine your surroundings, you 


notice similar things." 


"I freeze. Is the duke's family safe?" Peko asked. 


Tsumugi smiled. “You aren't sure. After all, you're not sure how 


much time has passed. The horse you rode here on is missing." She 
turned to the other two. "How do you two react?" 


Gundham raised his eyebrow. "I listen for animals as I begin walking 
back toward the nearby town." 


"You hear none. You arrive in town, where you see Kokono looking 
around in the town square." 


Kazuichi could see where this was headed. “I’m also going to exit my 
en Ineed an easy way to demonstrate my works, somyl labi is 
intown.” 


“Excellent. You emerge, and the three of you meet in the square.” 


Their characters introduced each other, just as the players had 
earlier. With that, the three ofthem were off to find a way to bring the 
world back to normal... 


“As you enter the darkness of the cave, yum feel something in the air. 
A sense of evil." 


"Ha! This'll be nothing for me!" Gundham pow edie “Tanaka would: 
. move forward and loudly announce his presence.” 


Kazuichi bit back a remark about how bad of an idea that bud be, 


but Peko filled in. ^Are you sure thatis wise?" 


a 


Gundham scoffed. “Of course. I myself am a product of malice; this 


M 


beast will be my ally! Fe ct 
"As you announce ue there is a UST A clay humanoid 
emerges, 15 feet taller than any of you. Its red eyes burn you with - 

their gaze. It speaks in a rumbling tone. “Tanaka the Forbidden One? SS s 
Why have you come here?” $ | Sag Fr MT 


"I have come to seek your assistance!” Gundham bowed. "You're the 
one with the power to assist me. I seek to untether the foul moon 
from this world!” - 


m Tsumugi made a bl laugh. “Why do you want to do that?’ It 
zl s strokes its chin. I thought you were evil.” : 


x es 


E X5 “My dark heart broods to fix this! This magic is too foul!” 


herr 37. m 


“Roll a persuasion check." 
Gundham tossed his die. ^11." 


“The monster looks bemused. ‘I'll make you a deal: l'Il help you with 
your plot. Before that, we need to remove those who would stand in 
our way." 


- "My fellow travelers?" 


“Yes, of course. They cannot be allowed to live.” The golem begins to 
move towards Kokono and Lefty." Gundham looked frozen in place. 


"Kokono would lift her sword." 


o. “Lefty would brandish his magical pistol. You don't have to agree!" 
== Kazuichi was surprised by his appeal, but he leaned into it. “You 
=... don't have to side with him!" 


Tsumugi turned back to Gundham. “Tanaka, you, rea a warlock, yes? Ros 
You feel your patron watching." mue er c7 


“Screw your patron! Your patron follows your whims, your. ae 
. your malevolence! Embrace your greed to achieve your own: goals!” 
Kazuichi was just letting the words flow naturally, DS do not . 
overthink. 


ES d 


e "Gundham smiled. "You're right, artificer. Hear this!’ The air grows 
hot. "You may bless me pati power, but I'll wield it how I see fit! This 
: things is too ey for me.’ 


With that, roll initiative." safe began the process of setting up 
- for combat. 


“I don't understand; what happened to the family?’ Kokono would x 
pick her way through the dark hallways, DE: at the SE 2 


portraits," ' Peko narrated. 

“Could I roll a Perception check?" Gundham asked. 
"Go ahead." 

ir e 


"You hear tapping ahead. It sounds like a boot on porcelain 
flooring." 


"I rush forward. It's coming from the royal chamber." Peko's eyes 
were wide, deep in the fantasy. : 


"Inside, the throne doesn't sit empty. Instead, a figure leers down at 
you. Its your master, but something's different; his hair has 
darkened, and his irises gleam | red. x 


n2 


"Kokono would ES before him. “Master I’ve returned! 
“He strokes his chin. “You indeed have, Totatsu.’” 


“What happened? Where is everyone? I'm sorry I could not protect 


I» 


you. 


"Your master leans down. 'I didn't tell yg I ‚sent you. ar to protect 
HOT: Everybody else is dead.”” : 


“Kokono looks at him, startled. "Master, I'm so sorry. This... this is 
my fault." 


“E 


“No. It was I who killed them.” 


ALL 


Peko's eyes flashed. “Master... why?" _ HE 


“It's pretty simple. An equivalent sacrifice was required to bring the 


Dark Moon and bind it to the planet." =>: 


“So this is your doing?!” Gundham roared. ~ = a UNE poU 
“T didn't cast the spell, but I did what was necessary to do so. 
Kokono’s master shrugs. “Even now, my forces are marching on the 

- capital. I will be king by the morning. My terrible family was a small 
prieee ge 


“Master... I... don't know what to say.” 


IN 


Join me, Kokono.' He reaches his hand out. 


“Kokono would think about her Oath, where she swore to protect 


him above all else." 


"Lefty would cast Message. 'Is your oath to him, the family, or to 
justice?” 


a 


“think... Kokono would reach her hand upwards, towards her 
master’s. As he takes her hand, she jerks him into her, and she 
plunges her broadsword through his chest. ‘I’m sorry, master. I have 
“tO protect this family, even from its own leader.” 


-Tsumugl's eyebrows shot up. “He has no armor, and as it sinks 


through, he clutches at you while his mouth moves wordlessly. As he 


slides off your sword, you feel yourself enveloped in an orange aura. 


You're now an Oathbreaker.” She smiled and slid Peko a few pieces .. 
of paper. “These are your new powers." Peko nodded, and. Kazuichi 3 


— 


thought he si saw a small smile on her face. | 


“That's a hit! And it does 39 damage to you, Kokono.” 


“Kokono’s unconscious. I’m sorry, Gundham. I was hoping to get to 
you." Peko bowed her head. 


“That's ok” 


“Lefty, you're the only one left up. The evil mage looks at you. You 
are all alone, artificer. You are not strong enough to defeat me 
alone.” 


“You're wrong!” 


“You are too weak. You can't beat me. Give up now; I will spare 
your life." 


Kazuichi closed his eyes and quieted the anxious voice inside him. “I 
don't care what you say you are!’ Lefty loads an explosive round in 
his pistol and fires." He rolled the die, watching carefully as it 


bounced across the table. It stopped and tilted for a moment before 


settling. He pumped his fist. “Natural 20!” T 


- -" A critical hit! With the max damage plus your bonus... tell me s 
‚his death looks like." 


"When I fire the explosive round, T jump to shield the others from 
whatll happen. As the bullet penetrates his head, there's a delay 


(ZZ 


where the mage's eyes go wide before his head explodes 


Gundham cheered as Tsumugi and Peko clapped. Tsumugi cleared 
her throat. “As you and your compatriots look out upon the cliff, the. 


fog begins to clear and the moon fades into the distance. However, : - 


when you turn back at the mage's body, you see that it's vanished." 
"What? We can't leave off on that!" Peko exclaimed. 


- "Unfortunately, we've been playing all night. Its 7:30 in the 
morning." Tsumugi showed the time. "But I will see all of you next 


Saturday!” 


__ The three began to shuck their cosplays, and as they did, Kazuichi 
- sighed. He was so happy he'd given this a chance, and next Saturday 
would be amazing. 


A 


A NEW PERSPECTIVE 


Story by Keane Art by TheFloralPeach 


"Im telling you, Hajime, this girl is a freak! Ugh, she's exactly why I 
hate adventurers!” Mahiru yelled, slamming her cup down on the 


wobbly table she sat at. The noise easily faded into the background - : 


din of the tavern. 


Hajime raised an eyebrow at her over his own cup of beer, expression . 


deadpan. The warm lights of the tavern danced behind strands of his 
unruly hair, lighting his face in dim gold, and Mahiru would've 
taken a picture if she weren't so full of jitters. "Then just don't work 
with her?" He suggested, sounding completely exasperated. 


“Jeez, did you listen to a word I said?" Mahiru complained. “The-” 


"Not really, no," Hajime interrupted, taking a sip of beer to try to 

hide his teasing smile, the jerk. Quipping with him like this always 

calmed Mahiru's nerves a bit, yes, but he should still at least pretend 
to have manners! She was only in town for another week, after all! 


Mahiru's career as a freelance photojournalist took her all over the 
world — anywhere she could afford with a meager budget and sheer 
determination. She wasn't in her bustling home city much these 
days, but desperate times called for desperate measures, and she 
found herself arriving at the city center for the same reason she left in 
the first place — adventurers. ] : 


Growing up in an adventuring town made Mahiru feel like the only 
person with any real sense. She hated adventurers; they were 


reckless, #olent — even called themselves “heroes”. 

dn't care less about those pompous spotlight-hoggers, which: 

| it all the more humiliating to crawl back to her hometown’s 
A, 

adventuring guild hall begging for an article. 


Mahiru made art, not some tabloid junk. She photographed the lives 
and smiles of ordinary people, bringing to light the beautiful parts of 
being human that they take for granted. But, to her constant anger, 
“the importance of what’s right in front of you” didn’t sell well. She 
always prioritized art and expression and truth over fleeting popular 
tastes, but her savings were really running low now, and she didn’t 
have many other options. : 


She needed an article guaranteed to sell. That's why Mahiru went to 


the adventurer's hall yesterday asking to tag along with one of them, 


for a behind-the-scenes exposé article. It went about as well as 
expected —she got a lead, but at what cost? —so she dragged Hajime 
to a tavern to complain. 


It was the guild hall leader in particular that really irked her, even 
more than the adventurer she'd been forcibly paired with. He was 
short, rude, and intolerably vulgar, and wore an eyepatch with a 


dragon design that was probably supposed to be cool, but Mahiru 


just found it tacky. He looked like he’d be a nice person at first 
glance, but as soon as he opened his mouth Mahiru realized she had 
made a mistake. He tried to turn her away outright, the jerk, but after 


learning she knew some basic healing magic, he offered a deal. He _ 


said there was an adventurer leaving for a four-day trip the next 
morning, and Mahiru could either go with her, or go somewhere 
. else. Final offer. 


_Mahiru agreed, not having another choice, but then she was 
introduced to Akane. - 


Akane was an archetypical adventurer in every way, immediately 
insisting she could handle the mission on her own before even 
greeting Mahiru! She had that exact arrogance and eagerness for 
“violence that Mahiru loathed, without an ounce of propriety or 


professionalism. 


Yet Hajime insisted that Mahiru must be exaggerating, unconvinced 
by anything she said. 


“Okay, okay, don't make that face. l've been listening,” Hajime 
chuckled, and Mahiru huffed. 


“Obviously you haven't. I just said that the stupid guild hall leader 
wouldn't even consider letting me work with someone else! Even 
though there's no way [ll get along with her.” 


“Did he say why?” Stupid Hajime and his stupid faith in people, 
thinking that people with e ever had reasons for the things 
they did. 


“Ugh, no. I kept trying to tell him that I couldn't write a good article 
if I was paired with her, but he just insisted “there's more to her than 
meets the eye', or some nonsense like that." Mahiru rolled her eyes. 


"Maybe there is,” Hajime suggested, unaffected by the increasing 
force of Mahiru's glare. "Besides, you don't have the money to just 
leave and find quo guild hall, 
right?" 


Mahiru sighed. "Exactly. So if I want 

to write anything about adventurers, 
this is my one shot. She’s my one shot." 
Mahiru gripped her camera, finding 
comfort in the familiar wooden grooves 
and soft, warm hum of magic in the 
precious family heirloom that her mom 
had passed down to her. | 


"Then just choose a different UAE Write something else." 


"With what money? ‘And what time?” Mahiru fretted. Mr 


tales are what's popular. right. now—its an almost guaranteed 
money-maker. And ''m...] haven't had a Hot of those ee She 


trailed off, face warm with shame. RII M ee 


go at the same tavern, Mahiru’s complaining er the press: 
try änd its messed- -up priorities had somehow turned into 
spilling her guts to Hajime about her recent financial troubles, and 
now he knew everything. Hajime always kind of had that effect. 


Hajime set his beer down, expression turning more serious. “Then, if 
this adventurer is your one shot, take it. Make the best of it. It might 
be difficult, but l'm sure you'll come out of it with a great article and 
even better pictures, no matter what. You always do, in case you 
forgot,” he smirked. 


Mahiru smiled back against her will. Stupid Hajime, with his stupid 
ability to encourage her through even the worst situations. 


“And lighten up a little!” Hajime continued, his smile turning more’ 
genuine. “Maybe if you don't go into this already deciding you hate 
her, you might even have some fun!” 


i Ugh, doubtful," Mahiru rolled her eyes again, fondly this time."But. 
alright, fine. I'll try to give this a shot." 


Maybe tomorrow wouldn't be so bad after all. 


ASA 
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The instant Mahiru stepped into the noisy guild hall the next 
morning, she immediately wanted to turn back around and leave. 


Even though it was seven in the morning, the guild hall was packed _ 


with people eating and shouting, and the echoing acoustics of the 
hall were already starting to give her a headache. - 


` .Mahiru closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to remember 
Hajime's advice. She was already here, so she might as well try to 
relax and have fun with it—even though she was pretty sure she 
wouldn't. She just needed to focus up and remember that she'd make 
this a good article, no matter what. 


She squared her shoulders and stepped into the crowd. 


An air genasi quickly caught her attention through the din, lightning 


sparking off her fingers as she waved her arm wildly. “Hey, Maki! 


122 


Hey, over here! Isaved usa seat! 


Mahiru tried not to grimace at Akane’s fumbling of her name, or her 
loudness. She picked her way over—the utter lack of manners in this 
place making her skin crawl, ugh—and gently corrected her. Mahiru 
tried to be polite as they slid into conversation, she really did, but the 
noise battered around her brain and she couldn’t focus enough to 
understand a word Akane said. 


She did notice when Akane placed a hand on her shoulder, nearly 
jumping out of her seat. 


“Whoops, sorry,” Akane chuckled, not sounding sorry in the 
slightest. “I was just thinkin”, it's kinda loud down here. Wanna talk 
somewhere else? There's à place upstairs that's quieter." 


“O-oh, yeah, that would be better.” Mahiru managed a shaky smile, 
trying not to show how relieved she was. 


Akane gave her a giant grin—one Mahiru would've loved to 
photograph had it been on anyone else—and grabbed a giant axe 
from under the table, swinging it easily into a rope holster around 
her waist as she stood up. : 


Mahiru followed Akane up a flight of stairs to a door tucked near the 
end of a hallway, where it was— blessedly —a bit quieter. Without 
hesitation, Akane pounded on the door a few times. "Yo, Baby 
Gangsta! I’m using your study, alright?" 


A muffled voice from inside the door responded, and Mahiru 
recognized it as the guild leader she met yesterday. "What the fuck? 
No! When the hell did I say you can do that? No!" 


“Thanks, boss!” Akane called back cheerfully. She flashed another 


grin at Mahiru and. started. off down the Hallway; completely 
ignoring her horrified CRT, l 


Back down the ħall they ı went, Mahu s jitters growing with every 
step, before Akane ushered Mahiru inside an ae office ze 
mts 


with bookshelves and otherworldly taxidermy. She was granted a 
moment of blissful silence before Akane slammed her hands down 
on a large table in the center of the room. 


“Okay, so!” Akane started, and Mahiru scrambled over to listen as 
she spread a map over the table. j 


Apparently there was some monster messing up the ecosystem of a 
nearby forest and causing trouble for travelers, so Akane's job was to - 
find it and kill it, fast. It was macabre, but not too dangerous, and 
Akane clearly knew what she was doing. Her voice flowed even and 
- steady as she recited strategies and details Mahiru never could have 
‚even considered on her own, even if she weren't preoccupied with 
marveling at how different Akane had suddenly become. Her 
demeanor completely changed the longer she talked, becoming 
almost serious. 


When Akane finished her spiel, she looked at Mahiru resolutely, 
voice low. " Any questions?" 


Mahiru’s head spun. She slowly shook her head no; she wouldn't 
even know what to ask. 


Mahiru barely had a moment to worry about what she had gotten 
herself into before Akane suddenly jumped up and slammed her 
hands on the table again, making Mahiru jump too. 


"Great" Akane exclaimed, instantly back to her cheerful, loud 
demeanor. By the time Mahiru recovered from the whiplash, Akane 
was already throwing open the heavy wooden doors. 


“Come on, Matsuda! We've got a monster to kill!” Akane shouted 
over her shoulder, marching out of the room. 


Mahiru sighed and reluctantly followed along behind her. "It's 
Mahiru,” she grumbled. 


Jeez. She was already losing her patience with this woman. 
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After spending so much time photographing people, Mahiru learned 
to notice the little things, and out of necessity as a photojournalist, 
she got pretty good at knowing when people were lying to her. 


At first, Mahiru didn't know what to make of the little hesitations in 
Akane's speech, the pulls at her face whenever she called Mahiru by 
some obviously wrong name. But when Akane stumbled over an 
“m” into a hint of an “a”, before starting over with a fake smile and 
calling her "Mikan" Anth wasn't even close to her actual name! — 
the pieces clicked into place. ° 


Mahiru suddenly realized Akane was calling her names that she 


knew were incorrect, and despite her best efforts to remain calm, she' _ 


exploded, cutting Akane off mid-sentence. 


"Wait a minute, you know my name! I can tell! Why do you insist on. 


pretending like you don't?" 


Akane's face froze and then collapsed into a sheepish, nervous grin. 
“Heh, sorry, wish I did. I’ve just got a real poor memory-” 


"But you don't" Mahiru cut her off again. "You remembered all 


those details about the monster and where to find it, so tell me why 
you insist on calling me the wrong name!” 


Akane's face collapsed again, into something almost.. «tired. “Why 
do you care so much?” she muttered. 


“Huh?” That was definitely not md Mahiru expected. 


E A Why do you care so much?” Akane repeated. “We're only gonna be | 


together for four days, and I can tell you don't like me. Better not to 
get attached,” she shrugged. 


Mahiru could only stare as Akane hoisted her axe further up her back 
and kept walking. 


| Mahiru stayed rooted to the spot, stomach churning. What happened 


to the cheerful, oblivious woman from seconds earlier? And why 
would an adventurer care what she thought? Adventurers had more 
than enough ego to go around. 


...Right? 


Guilt tugged at Mahiru's chest and throat, the few strides between 
them suddenly feeling like miles. Still stuck on the split second of 
melancholy in Akane's eyes before it was smoothed over by 
practiced indifference, she rushed to catch up to Akane's silhouette. 


oa are e... 
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The rest of the day didn't get much better. 


Neither of them addressed their earlier conversation, and small talk 
quickly fell flat. Mahiru found herself wandering off and taking 
photos of the scenery just to get a break from the awkwardness. 


The tension continued as they set up camp for the night, until Mahiru 
offered Akane some food she cooked, unable to take the silence 
anymore. It seemed to change something in both of them, and they 
finally got to talking, staying at the campfire long after they had both 
finished eating. Mahiru talked about how her mom taught her to 
cook and even forage, and Akane shared some wild escapades she 
and her siblings used to get up to in pursuit of food. They weren't the 
boasting tales of an adventurer, they were the wonder-filled stories 
of a little kid, and Mahiru found herself laughing along with them. 


She went to sleep that night with the hope that maybe the rest of this 
trip wouldn't be completely awful. 


But, of course, that went out the window in the morning. 


Mahiru quickly decided that despite some discrepancies, Akane was 


-indeed an adventurer through and through — loud, cavalier, brash, 
way too excited. for violence, no manners METUS RE and above all, 
reckless. AA > 


akane didn t hesitate to jump ‘into o needlessly E situations, 


eot out of it were not worth the risk. On top ^ that, Akane 


ei ae OX flew off the handle when Mahiru offered some healing: 
TL magic for a wound, insisting that she wasn't weak, as if that had 
——" anything to do with it! 


They disagreed on so much, and yet, every conflict was smoothed 
over by how easily they found new ways to relate to each other. 
Loathe as Mahiru was to admit it, the more she learned about Akane, 
the more she realized how similar they were. 


During one squabble, Mahiru made a comment in anger about how 
she was only sticking with this mission for the money, only to be met 


with Akane's agreement! t 


Akane was also only in it for the money — to send back to her siblings 
at home. Who didn't have any. Who she was the sole caretaker of. 
Who she clearly missed more than she would admit. E 


These little things kept piling up over the next two days. Akane was. 
responsible, caring, and compassionate, and once their squabbles 
were out of the way, really enjoyable company. Eventually, Mahiru 
was forced to change her stance once again: she 
and Akane still disagreed sometimes, but Akane 
was nothing like what Mahiru thought e 


adventurers should be. a 
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On the night of the third day of their quest, Mahiru = 
collapsed at the campfire, exhausted from trekking E 


around all day. They finally found the elusive N 
-creature that afternoon—a slinky, slippery thing, - =» 
some kind of giant centipede, rather than a huge 
beast like Mahiru had been picturing — and spent 
their remaining sunlight observing it and coming 
up with a battle plan. After such a tiring day— 
physically and mentally — Mahiru was happy to sit 
at a campfire with Akane and talk for hours about - 

nothing in particular. 


As the last embers of their fire flickered out and they turned to 
wätching the stars instead, Akane finally answered Mahiru’s 
questions about her siblings. Their personalities, silly stories, and the 
situation they were in back home-her whole reason for 
adventuring. 


Maybe Akane’s uncharacteristic openness was because their time 
together was coming to a close, or maybe it was because of the 
openness Mahiru had shown in return. Either way, Mahiru felt an 
oddly comfortable vulnerability between them as they stared up at 
the sky together, dazzled by the stars. 


"It's just nice to remember they're looking at the same sky, y'know?" 
Akane had said, starlight dancing in her eyes. "Makes 'em feel not as 
far away." 


Mahiru hadn't been able to respond, her heart beating in her throat. 
There was something so beautiful and vulnerable and achingly 
human in Akane's soft smile then, and all Mahiru could do was 
sneak a picture of her. 


In that moment, Mahiru realized that she had been the one taking for 
granted the smile of an ordinary person all along. | 


Glancing at Akane’s soft expression still turned skyward, she 
resolved to never letthat happen again. 


The actual fight with the creature passed by in a haze of hiding 
behind rocks and trees and struggling desperately to get shots of 
Akane where she wasn't a complete blur of lightning and fists. 
Watching Akane fight was mesmerizing, like watching a gymnastic 
performance combined with a light show. She was unbelievably fast, 
agile, twisting and pivoting gracefully despite the weight of the 
heavy axe she swung. 


Mahiru was particularly proud of when she shot the centipede with 
her hand crossbow and hit it in the face, and the time she retrieved 
Akane's axe for her, but holy crap that was more than enough 
excitement. She did manage to get some great action shots, though. 


Once the monster hit the ground, they both collapsed on the grass 
beside its carcass, exhausted but shaking with adrenaline and 
laughing breathlessly from the high of victory. 
Akane kicked her feet in the air, cheering and 
yelling triumphant insults to the sky, and 
Mahiru raised a shaky hand to heal her, 
laughing just as loud. 


She genuinely could not believe that she was 
having a good time, but she was. Akane was 
- €asygoing and bright and fun, and her 
carefree attitude naturally made Mahiru 
relax,  too—something that really 
shouldn't be possible while lying next 

to a giant bug carcass! 


Mahiru thought the fight would be Ay 
the centerpiece of her article, but 


honestly, she might not even include it at all. It would feel so...fake, 
so misrepresentative, to make Akane's status as an adventurer that 
important. Akane is so much more than that. What she does as an 
adventurer is so utterly inconsequential compared to all that she is. 


Maybe...Maybe when that guild hall leader said there was more to 
Akane than meets the eye, he wasn't talking about her family or her 
motives — maybe he was talking about this. Maybe he was talking 
about Akane's ability to put people at ease, to laugh in the worst of 
circumstances, to always fall on her feet and catch others while doing 
it. Her endless determination and positivity. Her radiant smile with 
crooked teeth, hiding countless traumas, that nonetheless made 
everything feel a little easier, and a little more fun. 


Maybe it was about Akane's strength beyond the physical, her 
passion, her warmth. _ 


Maybe it was about how Akane is so, so human, and how she truly 
cares so much — even though she tries to convince people she doesn't. 


Mahiru watched Akane laugh and whoop, her chest feeling full to 
nearly bursting, and gue couldn't believe it took her this long to 
realize it. 


Mahiru photographed the smiles of ordinary people. Her work 
showed the importance of the things people take for granted, the 
warmth and beauty in the everyday life of existing as a person. 


The first time she met Akane, she was itching to get the whole piece 
over with so she could go back to photographing ordinary people. 
But with her hands covered in sticky newspaper ink, beaming at the 


draft of her article, Mahiru realized she never deviated from that 


- principle, not once in pits whole experience. 


Instead of Vans a behind- the-scenes exposè, she wrote an 


introspective, personal piece about the realities of adventuring and 
the ordinary people behind it.. The article centered around vibrant, 


joyous photos of Akane; - who use -Mahiru - now 


considered a friend. The press loved it, and it was about to be printed 
as a feature article in one of the biggest publications Mahiru had ever 
heard of. And with what they paid her for it, she had more than 
enough money to stay in the city for a bit longer and spend some 
time with her new friend. 


She carefully placed the draft of her article in her bag, along with an 
envelope of photos from their trip to give to Akane. For 
the first time in her life, Mahiru was excited to go to the 
adventurer's guild hall. She couldn't wait to tell Akane 
the good news. 


On her way out, she took a moment to scan over the 

article again, lingering on the title the newspaper had 

proposed for it: "Ordinary People, Extraordinary 
Dedication". 


Mahiru thought it was perfect. 


And she was pretty sure Akane 
would like it too. 


WER Fw 


MEMORIES IN CRYSTAL 


Story by A Story by Jimcloud 


"I hear water. Hey, everybody, we're passing over a river!" 


Yuta was unquestionably right. Unfortunately, this did nothing to 
change the fact that he was leaning so far out the back of the caravan 
that he was due to topple out any second. It was only Sakura's timely 
intervention to pull him back inside that saved him from falling on 
his face. 


"Hey, c'mon," Yuta complained as he fell into the caravan proper and 
right into Sakura's lap, "we've gotta stop! I wanna see the river!" 


Sakura didn't respond. She only looked to the side, past Aoi sitting 
next to her towards the front of the caravan, where Kiyotaka's head 
poked back towards them in concern. 


"Is something the matter?" Kiyotaka asked, evidently not hearing any 
of what all the fuss was about in the first place. 


Yuta groaned. "River! Stop! Wanna go see!" His frustration at having 
to repeat himself was beginning to mount. 


"What?" Kiyotaka blinked vacantly for a moment before realization 
seemed to hit. "Just wait a SORORE Asahina Yuta-kun! We're about to 
stop!" i 


"You'll love it here at Marr's Pass!" A promised as she brought her 
arms behind her head to stretch, as much as she could in the caravan. 
"Course, Ishimaru never lets us stay very long before we go.. 


Kiyotaka scoffed, turning his full attention to the papaopamus 
driving them and reining it in to bring them to a stop. The beast of 
burden proved receptive, and in only a few moments the caravan 
slowed to a halt. It was at this point that Kiyotaka hopped off, circling E 


loc 


around to the back to meet the rest of the group. 


"As some members of our expedition are prone to forget, let me 


remind you all: we are on a strict time limit." Kiyotaka pulled a 


- pocket watch from his person, opening it to illustrate his point. "The 


entire town of Tipa--every man, woman, and child we've known 


growing up our entire lives--is counting on our efforts to return with 
‚a chalice full of myrrh so that our crystal will remain powered for 
_ another year. Should we fail in our efforts, there will be nothing to 
- return to but a desolate wasteland." 


"Yeah, yeah, we know," Aoi complained. She dropped out of the 
caravan and sighed. "The miasma and junk. We all know that, 
Ishimaru. But is it really so wrong to want to have some fun while 
we're out here? I mean, this is the first time Yuta's left the village, 
ever!" 


Yuta followed his sister, nearly falling over when he dropped from 


the back of the caravan. He bowed at Kiyotaka, pressing his hands 


* an 
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together. "I'm sorry for the trouble, senpai! But I reeeeally want to go 
exploring around here a little. Please?" 


Kiyotaka's eyes widened in fear at the sibling tag-team combo, taking 
a step back for a moment. "Well... I mean, I guess it couldn't..." He 
put his pocket watch away and cleared his throat, straightening his 


“posture. "I need to visit the local vendors and- restock on basic 


supplies. I highly recommend you spend this time ensuring your 
personal equipment is up to the next leg of. our journey... But I 


suppose there isn't much else to do besides that right now; so... At ~ 


ease, crew!" A ge 


Kiyotaka saluted before jogging off, even though Aoi M barely 
keep a straight face all through it. She only calmed when she heard _ 
the caravan creaking, a surefire sign that Sakura was getting out. The... 

-— = = +2 - d 


— caravan rocked as she touched the ground, shaking back and forth to 
vent the energy. 


"You know... I kind of think that guy should've been born a Lilty," 


Yuta commented, watching Kiyotaka head into town. The tribe he 


was born to, the Clavat, typically valued peace and friendship, as 
opposed to the more hot-blooded Lilties. 


Aoi laughed hard, waving a hand as she started to double over. " 


dunno. I don't think the Lilties want him." 


= 


Sakura shorted, frying to disguise the sound by clearing her throat. 


"Ishimaru considers his duty foremost above everything. It's an 
admirable trait." 


"Says the other Clavat," Yuta complained. He scampered off, heading 
back down the road towards the entrance to Marr's Pass. 


It was a stony, natural bridge, resting over a ravine dividing the area. 
Water rushed far below, dropping further down in a loud fall. There 
were no rails. As Yuta headed towards the edge, Sakura en his 
shoulder to steady him. ; = 


"Careful, Sakura warned, "if you fall here... That'll be the last 
mistake you ever make." 


Yuta swallowed, ihonga not long after he was pouting at Sakura like 
nothing. "Hey, you're pa putting the new guy on, aren't you?" 


"Nope," Aoi said, coming up on Yuta's other side to peer down at the 
river. "We've tried to find ways to climb down there before, but 
nothing works." She sighed, hanging her head. 


Sakura looked away. ne that waterfall would bea great ot for 


endurance training, but.. a 
.. == 


= en Ne it work, huh?" Yuta asked. He hummed thoughtfully, 
bringing a hand up to his chin as he stared down at the waterfall. 


"Rope?" 


æ“ 


Aoi shook her head. "The drop is too far, and there's nowhere safe to 
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drop to.. 


Yuta kept humming for all 3 five seconds es his hand fell. "Yeah, 
I've got nothing." | I RA Ec 


"Another scheme ruined!" Aoi snapped her fingers E = 


Yuta kept staring at the water for a little while longer before he 


pulled back, shrugging off Sakura's hand and heading back towards 
A cup parked caravan. "So let's see the —" 


Yuta's voice died out as he spotted the highlight of Marr's Pass: the 
s crystal near the front. It absolutely dwarfed Tipa's, being about 


 — — as tall but several times as wide. It was pretty much the size of a 


house. 


"Crazy, huh?" Aoi said. She walked up behind Yuta to take a peek at 
it herself. "And we're gonna see even bigger crystals before we're 
done." 


"To say nothing of the monsters," Sakura added, following along. "It 
is quite possible we'll have to contend with a Malboro again in the 
Mushroom Forest..." 


Aoi groaned, her shoulders slumping. "Oh, I really hate those 


things..." 
Yuta turned his head towards Sakura. "Malboro? What's that?" 


"A plant monster," Sakura explained. She gestured with one hand as 
she spoke. "The most dangerous part of it is its breath. It can expel 


=... noxious fumes." crt 


Aoi's expression grew devious, suddenly. "Hey, don't forget its roots! 
It can grab you up and plant you right into the ground You 11 grow 


En 


into a mushroom then." A + 


"What!?" Yuta's head erg back er: Aoi. "No way! You're + 


. just messing with me." He turned back to Sakura, his expression 


pleading. "She's just messing with me! Right, Sakura?" . 


Sakura looked away, a hand covering her mouth. "Well... Aci has- ^ ow 


eR III ‚seen it as miny times as I have... If anyone would know.. 


Ec AOI dee her own mouth, too, though it didn't do much to stifle 
her giggles. Yuta looked back toward her and groaned. 


| "You both suck," Yuta En Einen. "I'm gonna go see if Ishimaru- 
= - senpai needs help or something." -= 


Aoi kept laughing as Yuta headed off, looking around for Kiyotaka. 
It wasn't too big a town--smaller even than Tipa was--so Aoi didn 1 
seem especially concerned about eins him. SE a. Alam 


Sakura, though, seemed concerned ad Coli ES E Gd 
"That was a bit mean." 


Aoi groaned. "Hey, c'mon! I've gotta poke fun as his big sister!" 


"But to poke fun about something that could kill us?" Sakura pressed. 
She let out a sigh. 


Aoi looked down, rubbing the back of her head. "Well... I mean, 
that's just kinda life for us, isn't it? Until somebody else volunteers to 
take care of the caravan, we're gonna have to keep doing this every 
year. That, or the miasma just stops one day..." 


"Aoi." Sakura looked unimpressed. She crossed her arms and waited. 


Aoi groaned. "T'H tell him sorry later! Okay? It wouldn't be right to do 
it now." She looked back up, smiling at Sakura. "How about we go 
check out the local blacksmith?" 


"That vulgar woman?" Sakura asked. "I suppose if she can forge a 
greater hammer than my father could, I would take interest, but... 
Are you sure?" She looked towards Aoi, uncertainty in her 
expression. - 


- .. "SureI'msure!" Aoi insisted. "Why wouldn'tIbe?" 


Sakura frowned. "You didn't care for her very much, last time we 
visited..." 


= 


"Well, if I don't remember, it can't have been that bad!" Aoi flexed an 


arm, grinning. "Ican handle it! Let's go look!" | ait 


The smith in question was a Lilty, short and stocky. with the telltale 
flower sprouting from the top of her head. Garbed in pink, she. 
hammered away at something or other on her. forge, completely S 
taken by her task and ignoring Aoi and Sakura. It was only when Aoi MT 
rang the bell that she grumbled and turned to face them, though her 
.exasperation faded away when she spotted the two of them at the 
- counter. 


x =. £ | "Whoa, it's you two!" she exclaimed. "You thought about ditching the 
q = prude Selkie ape. sticking. around, TS I bet you could make 
an any forge sing.. 


= =o u "Prude!?" Aoi repeated, mouth hanging open. 


"Im satisfied with my current career path," Sakura responded, 
coolly. "We came to see your wares, Iruma." 


"Iruma, huh...?" Aoi only vaguely remembered meeting someone 
like this. This happened all the time with anyone who wasn't from 
their town, though... If only she had some kind of way to memorize 
names. She was just horrible with them. 


"Yeah, alright. Well... I did some thinking after you came by last 
time." Iruma wandered over to a shed and stepped inside, but kept 
talking, increasing her volume as she did. "I mean, making a weapon 
for somebody with your body type... Clavats don't come in your size! 
Goddamn. You sure ei don't have orc blood i in you? But... It was a 
en - fun challenge. So.. 


Ta Iruma exited the shed, she was dragging a ı hammer along-- 
one nearly the size of her short Lilty body. 


"Geez," Aoi commented, "I'm getting weak i in the Knees just looking - = : 
at that thing." = 


e 


Yeah, I bet. This thing could smash your brittle a into paste." 

Iruma grunted with exertion as she hefted the hammer onto the . ; 

countertop, lifting it head first to get it up there. "None of my regular... - 
p 5 5 P = en = = 


en hammers worked... So this one had better! In fact, that's an Iruma 
Miu. guarantee! So when you cry with satisfaction over finally 
- finding a hammer that suits your massive muscles, remember to lick 


124 


-my shoes in thanks! 


- Aoi cringed as Iruma cackled, but Sakura's eyes trained only on the 
hammer in front of her. She spun it around on the counter before 


picking it up by the handle, grunting herself with the weight of it. 


Her eyes widened as she lifted it onto her shoulders, and in only a. 


moment she was grinning. : . ee 


"This... is a good hammer." Sakura sucked in a breath before she let 
out a yell, spinning on her heels and slamming the hammer into the 
earth with a resounding keen. 


"Whoa!" Yuta shouted from afar, sprinting over as fast as his legs 
could carry him. "What a cool hammer, Sakura! You're gonna buy it, 
right? It's as big as your head!" 


"Bigger!" Aoi protested. Despite Sakura's excitement, she frowned. 
"It's definitely not good enough to lick someone's shoes for..." 


de 


"Who said we were gonna do that?" Yuta complained. 


Iruma huffed, slamming a hand into the counter. "I did, dipshit!" She 
shook her head, eyeing the furs Yuta was wearing. "Another Selkie? 
Hmph. You two must be related. 1 could set you up with a great pair 
of daggers... Assuming you wouldn't just steal 'em, anyway." Such 
wasn'tuncommon from the Selkies, who often put themselves first. 


Yuta grumbled and rubbed at his cheeks. "Hey, I wouldn't do that! 
Let me see your daggers." 


Aoi shook her head, fast. She splayed her hands out towards Iruma 
as her head turned towards Yuta. "No way! I'm not letting: you spend 
-your allowance on some fancy daggers when you barely know how 
to use your current ones!" She frowned back at Iruma. "Sorry, but he 
needs to get a handle on the ones he has first before he uses anything 
else 


— 


Lx 
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Do 1?" Sakura asked. Her head turned towards Iruma as she spoke. 


: - "What?" Aoi shrieked. "Thati is way too much! Way! i 


= 
> oh yeah? You think you're gonna get a hammer like this anywhere 


-"Consider it done!" Kiyotaka said, already pulling out his own wallet. 


_ Iruma, meanwhile, leaned over the counter, eyebrows raised. "No 


- Iruma cackled. "Look at him! He's embarrassed!" AA ux EIL I, = 


"Suit yourself." Iruma scoffed, looking towards Sakura instead. "And . st 
what about you, Ogregami? It calling to you?" 


t's s only then that Kiyotaka finally walked ovale es sche at the. 
tf of the hammer. "Very impressive, Ogami-kun!" he called out. - 
"Wielding that, you will most definitely be unstoppable in combat! MT 
Do you have enough gil for it?" 


 ]ruma drummed es fingers on the counter, pushing herself up so 
she looked taller. "Two thousand gil!" 


else?" Iruma challenged, pointing an accusatory finger Aoi's way. It 
traveled back towards Sakura after. "Sides, it's not your decision to 
make, anyway." 


Sakura took out her own coin purse and frowned. "...] don't have 
enough," she admitted, before turning her attention towards 
Kiyotaka. "I have fifteen hundred. If you could...?" 


"After all, increasing your combat capability will greatly improve the 
survival chances of the entire team!" 


Sakura let out a soft sigh, smiling faintly. "You've my thanks," she 
murmured. 


wonder you weren't gonna stay with me! I didn't know you had a 

sugar daddy, Ogregami! Little ugly, but aren't all sugar daddies?" 

"Sugar daddies?" Sakura repeated in confusion. ^ ze Em, = x 
Kiyotaka dropped his wallet. "Ugly...?" he echoed, his voice quiet. - = : 


"No, he's insulted!" Aoi yells. "B insulted him! Say you're a - 
(0) es INSULLE Ol ye S ecause you INSULLEe ES ar, = 


a sorry!" 


"Bwuh!?" Iruma Md under Aoi's reaction. "Why are you so mad 


E mel? I m just saying.. 


Or Yuta picked up E ka s wallet, gave five hundred gil to 


-. Sakura, and returned it to Kiyotaka. He smiled awkwardly, pane 


Kiyotaka on the back. 


Sakura Aue as she set the gil on the counter. "We should probably x 


be going," she said. i : & 


- a 


Despite all the ae Yuta was ue E as the group 
headed back towards their caravan. 


"Man, you really did not like her, huh, sis?" Yuta asked. 


Aoi pouted, her cheeks puffing out. She crossed her arms. "What was 
there to like? She was so mean to Ishimaru for no reason. And she 
called me a prude!" 


I don't understand what she was talking about..." Kiyotaka 
complained, his eyes shimmering with unshed tears. Ier TE 


"Strange as she is, it's hard to deny the quality of her work," Sakura 
declared, gingerly resting the head of her new hammer in her hand. 
"This will come in handy for defeating the monsters in the 
Mushroom Forest, undoubtedly." — 


At the mention of the forest, Yuta grimaced. Sakura glanced towards 
Aoi meaningfully. Aoi frowned and cleared her throat. 


"Hey, uh, Yuta..." Aoi began, quietly. "I'm sorry for teasing you 
about getting planted in the Mushroom Forest." 


Yuta looked over towards Aoi, grinning widely. ‚Hey, no, it's fine! I 


didn't even believe any of that! Just... they don't actually plant E in 
the Mushroom Forest, do they?" 


Ao s eyes widened, a hand coming up to ae mouth to stifle a laugh. 
She found more success this time than the last. 


"They do not," Sakura clarified. 


A - 


Yuta breathed a sigh of relief. "Cool. Getting planted is one of, like, 


anymore!" t 


- T Doc 


"R-really?" Kiyotaka asked, shock ee ae despair. 
"Well... at least that isn't likely to happen anytime soon!" 


. — Everybody laughed, Yuta included, as they rounded the corner to the 
EE EMI -bridge and their waiting papaopamus. Kiyotaka walked up, Ur pu. 
mew its side fora few moments before speaking. - 


Te "Asahina Yuta-kun was a very helpful kouhai!" Kirk assured. 
ae = "Everything i is loaded and ready for transit, as soon as everyone is all 


=~. board!" 
"Ready for transit..." Yuta repeated, "I guess that's how it is when 
ou're a crystal caravanner, huh? Not staying anywhere for long." 
be y ying any 8 


"Yes," Sakura agreed. "I can see why it might not agree with you, 
Do 


Yuta shook his head at the same time Aoi did. "Are you kidding?" 
- Yuta asked. His eyes practically gleamed. "I love getting to be on the 

move like this! All I could think about last year was what kind of 

adventures you all were on! I wouldn't trade this for the world!" 


Sakura's smile softened. She hid it by turning away, heading to the 
= back of the caravan. "Good," she said, climbing on inside. "Hold onto 
a = that feeling, Yuta, and you'll do just fine on the caravan." 


Zn "Just don't forget the mission!" Se piped up: as is he taped onto 
=~ the front. 


Aoi groaned. "Shut up about the mission for fiae or > = 


complained, following Sakura into the inside of thecaravan. 


- 


Yuta chuckled to himself as he took up his spot again on the. rear. 
They'd given him that spot for a reason... So that he could see . 
everything they passed and remember it. So he could familiarize — > 


my top ten fears. I don't know. what I'd do if I couldn’ trun around - 


a SS himself with the landscape. 


sew 2 Amd that Yuta could make memories, too. Of places and people 

= x would never get to see otherwise. So he could watch home 
disappear into the horizon, and see dozens of brand new places and 
towns for himself. = 


Maybe it was duty that brought them all out here, to save their town. 
But, even so... They were going to make the most of every moment. 
No doubt about sue : 
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Story by Rumi Art by erbezdiez 


Midnight has passed, and tomorrow I will venture into the village to 
complete my request. 


It is a clear night, free of any clouds or fog. There is little to conceal 
me but the woods. The clarity is no matter. No fire marks my 
location, and my field of vision is such that I could see anyone . 
approaching from miles away. The trees are dense, but not so dense 
that I cannot see the moon and stars; they shine overhead, guiding 
lights directing me to where I must go. My horse requires rest, so I 
am taking this opportunity to record my journey in the cover of 
nighttime's black veil. 

My assignment is simple. 


A man several villages over has slain many: a band of rogues killed 
his wife and child, so he exacted revenge. Those rogues, however, 
were employed by the man who employs me as his maid. I have been 
sent to return the favor, to slay the man who killed that band of 
rogues. With me, I carry a sword, freshly sharpened and ready to 
enact the deed. 


Itis easy. Rather, it ought to be. 


A quick slash to the chest, and it will all be over. I have practiced 
extensively, warring with dummies and armored men in preparation 
for this occasion. There is no reason for this request to be difficult. I 


have been given much more complicated tasks in my time as a maid, 


and each one Icompleted without hesitation. 


Besides, it would be unwise to allow a criminal to live freely, 
regardless of why the crime was committed. Murder is murder, and 
my oath cannot abide by that. I stand for good and all that is good, 
and regardless, this was a direct order from my employer. Never 
have I denied a direct order, and never shall I. A proper maid never 
denies what has been asked of her. She listens and she performs each 
task to the best of her ability — perfectly, if she is able. In the end, I 
am Kirumi Tojo. Iam not one to shy away from perfection. 


Truly, it ought to be the simplest thing in the world... 
Ihave rested my pen for too long. My ink blots the page. 


In.times like this it is important to look upon my oath, that of 
devotion — endless, selfless devotion — that which makes me a 
Paladin, that which makes me the best maid I can be. This oath makes 
me strong, capable, competent, and powerful. It is with this that I can 
be a great maid, that I can take true pride in all I do. 


Before this oath... 


No, no, I needn't even look back upon it. Those days are behind me, 
days of trembling hands and clumsy incompetence. This is who I am 
now. This is who I have become. What use is there in dwelling on the 
past? This oath is for the future, a great and bright future for myself 
and those I serve. 


To strive for the greater good is my oath; yes, yes, to push for that 
which is righteous and noble. That is the direction in which I must act 
at all times. It is dishonorable for a maid to ignore that selfless 
devotion to such a cause. So I turn my gaze toward it, the greater 
good, and I enact that which has been asked of me. 


TE. SAS VE 


Ah, there I go, wandering into thought egal. The zn seems to 
havecastaspellonme. — A nce: 


Tomorrow I will venture into the village, dad due the -E 


good. 


The greater good, the greater good... 


What is that, here? 


To slay a man who was acting out of the greatest agony of his life, is 
that the greater good? Surely it is, because he committed a terrible 
crime. But then, then, then, what of those who slew his family? 
Would he, too, not be acting in duro of the greater good by slaying 
them? 


No, no, it is needless to question it. I have been given a direct order. It 
would go against my oath to deny it. 


+ 


.. does this, too, betray my oath? 
+ 


What is the greater betrayal? To deny an order and let a killer go free, 
or to become a killer myself? 


Would this not bring me to his level, if not even lower? 


The darkness mottles my vision. I have been taught to always be on 


the side of good — I have sworn to always be on the side of good. I 


have never once been told what to do when the side of good is 
unclear, wrapped in shades of gray. That is not how I operate, not 
how my oath operates. What power I have is for a purpose, one 


which is meant to be as clear as spring water, as transparent asa glass 2 


vase. I am not equipped to work with something so murky, : so 
terribly imprecise. 


` Pardon me, journal. My hands shake. I must breathe so that my 
writing is legible. 


This power belongs to me. This oath is mine alone to follow. Why, 
then, do I feel so terribly confused? 


I made this oath with the knowledge that it came with great 
responsibility:the responsibility to always do what is right, to always G 
follow the path of righteousness, of devotion, of selflessness. Now I 
am faced with a dagger and the inevitable staining of blood on my 
hands. No water will eyer wash this blood away. I will be stained 
forever, cut to bits by my own weapon, unclean until the day my soul 
leaves this mortal realm. My hands sink into the thorns of*this rose, 
and I will never be the same again, , 


The order looms before me like a dragon, like a guillotine. No matter + 
which way I go, I will not return in one piece. Something will 
inevitably come back broken beyond repair. 


Midnight has passed, and tomorrow I will venture into the village. 


What I will do there... 


> 


It is too soon to be certain. 


It is late. The moon hangs overhead, through 
the branches of the trees. The wind whispers 
in my ears. No advice is given. I am 
alone. 


My horse rests. I ought to do the 
same. Perhaps it will clear my mind. — 


Goodnight to the breeze, the ground, ) 
the leaves, the stars. Goodnight to 

my oath, my devotion, my 
selflessness. Goodnight to the man 

in the village. Goodnight to 

my employer. Goodnight, 

goodnight, goodnight. 


TIME AWAY 


Story by Jimcloud à Art by Michael 


Mistress, 


I hope this letter finds you in despair, as usual. Failing that, maybe I 
can provide some myself. You were right, of course. Kamukura is in 
the Feywild, within the "loving" custody of the Queen of the 
Summer Court, Sayaka. They haven't let me meet him yet - Sayaka 
claims that it would be "distressing" to his current mental state (is he 
capable of feeling distress?). Similarly, she claims she is "hosting" 
him in the Feywild for the "indefinite future" out of her "goodwill" 
and has no desire to "hurt him" by "sending him away". Send 
quotation marks with your next missive. I'm going to run out. 


Leaving aside the immense complication of my mission, though, 
everything here has been going about as well as I could've asked it to. 
Bringing a gift was a great idea, thanks for that - just with that, I'm 
free to stay as long as I please as an "honored 
guest". Okay, those were my last ones, I'm 
swearing them off for the rest of the 

letter. 


It's just weird. It's weird, okay? I'm 
‚used to people with good intentions 
having good intentions and people 
- with bad intentions having bad 
intentions. The fey are like a mix of 
both and neither, and it's really hard 


NOT. ME. 
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didn't have anyone to offer with me, 
she said I could offer myself. In fact, I 


to know what to make of them. What to do and what to say to get the 
right result. You would know how to handle this. I bet this would be 
effortless for you. Kinda messed up that you can't come yourself, but 
that's why you have me, I guess. 


Im going to do everything I can, of course. I know how important 


Kamukura is to your plans. I'll be your arm here in places someone 
like you can't go... And Ill handle matters that aren't important 


enough for you. That's how it's always been, and that's how it 4 x 


always be. Not like I deserve better, tishi 
Yours always, 


Ikusaba Mukuro 


Mistress, 


I've been talking to Sayaka fairly often. Despite how busy the Queen 
of the Summer Court must be, she almost always seems to have time 
for me. I wonder sometimes if she can be in more than one place at 
once. Wouldn't surprise me. Having said that, it might also be 
because she's taken me on as a project or something. She wasn't 
unkind, but the first couple of times we spoke she seemed much less 
interested. She keeps asking things about me. Where I come from, 
whatit's like, family, what I can do. It's downright strange. 


She also gave me a way for Kamukura 
Izuru to come back to you. Life for life, 
she said. If I had the intention of 
stealing away someone she cared for 
so, then I would have to offer her 
someone she was interested in caring 
for in exchange. When I told her I 


think she was expecting me to. 


It's nice or whatever, the idea of 
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spending forever in some faraway fantasy > 
kingdom | where People don't age-and-. “= == 
3 | nothing changes, but that's just not how life 
Er works. And besides, you need me. I'd hate to 
RE deprive you of my loving, spirited company, =. Ls 
heh. You're probably missing me sooo much right 


now you can't stand it. Bet you are. Fmmissingy 


| Sorry, ignore that. It's out of line as one of your 
20. servants. I'll be perfectly fine for as long as I need to be to ex 
make this mission work. I don't know how long it's been now in real 
time - a month, maybe? More? - but I'll stay. I'll stay as long as I have 
o | to. You can count on me, Junko. I won't let you down. 
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m en De Yours always, 


Ikusaba Mukuro 


Mistress, 


. Sorry, has it been a while since I last sent a 

. letter? I feel like it has been, but I'm not sure. 
Tm starting to forget what the real world 

looks like. It's a little bit scary if Ithink about 

it too long, but I'm pretty good at not thinking 

about it. I'm your loyal servant, the same as I always 

have been. I'll get Kamukura back to you soon, I swear it. 


Having said that... I haven't made that much progress lately. I really, 
really need to. Any attempts at getting alternative prices have been 
met with nothing... Though I've been trying to awe them with 
demonstrations of magic. It's a bit embarrassing for your gifts to get 
used like parlor tricks, but I figure if it gets the job done, it gets the job 
done. Is it really my fault that I have a hammer and every problem 
looks like a nai? 


Mostly I've been trying to convince the fey in charge of looking after 
me to help set Kamukura free. She's a really energetic sylph named 
Ibuki, and she absolutely loves any trick I show her, no matter how 
stupid it is. Not enough to help, though. She's either absurdly loyal 
or kind of incompetent. Or both, I guess. Could be both. 


Sorry. You probably don't care, do you? I'm boring you. 


Sayaka has been busier lately, but she always sets time aside for me 
when I ask. I'm appreciating that more, lately, even if she's been 
getting more brazen about inviting me to stay with her. She says the 
people who frown the most are the people she's most interested in 
making smile. She has this... bizarre life belief. She wants people to 
smile, no matter what, so anything that makes them happy is good 
enough for her. : 


. a 
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She let me see Kamukura, a while back. 1 should have sent a letter 
then, I just didn't know what to make of it. He really does look 
happy... sort of. It's unnatural. They have him in some kind of 
stupor. He's barely aware of what's going on around him... 
According to Sayaka, it's what was necessary to make him happy. 


Which... doesn't surprise me. She said it 
would be easier for me, though. I've been 
trying not to dwell on that part. 


When I asked her, though, she said that all I 
would need to be happy is what I have 
now... and maybe more time with others. 
She said she would give it some serious 
thought. She's so weird. Nobody has ever 
put this much work into making me happy 


before. Not even you. Especially-n 


I'm doing fine, by the way. You don't need to 
worry about me. I'm as strong as I ever was. I 
don't even really feel like I miss the Prime 
Material Plane anymore, if I'm being honest. So 
I'm ready to ride this out for as long as I have to. 


Yours always, 


Ikusaba Mukur 


If you're reading this, then Kamukura should have already gotten 

back to you. I hope you're happy with him. I really do hope that you 

get everything you want, too. Sorry. That's coming on a little strong, 
. jsn'tit? I'm coming on a little strong. It's stupid. I was so committed 
to doing this right up until I had to actually write this... 


I'm formally releasing myself from your service. I know that's not 
really how this sort of thing is supposed to work, but then, this is 
probably what you had in mind, wasn't it? I kept telling myself I was 
irreplaceable, I was important, and that was why I was here, but that - 
wasnt it. Ishould've known from the start that that wasn't it. 


You're important. You're realm-shakingly important, and you're 


going to go on to do incredible, terrible things. That much is obvious _ 


Di 


to me, and it always has been. But me... I'm replaceable. The only 
thing that isn't replaceable about me is the fact that I'm your sister. 
But that's probably all the more reason to send me away like this, 
right? To put me somewhere so far away forever. I bet it brings you 
to the deepest despair to think about. 


Or maybe I'm the only one who's sad about this. As well as I could 
read everyone else, I don't think I ever truly knew what you thought 
of me. I want to ask, but what would be the point now? It's not m > 
I'm getting a letter back. You have what you want. ; 


I guess I do too... sort of. I don't know if this place is ever going to be 
the same, but... Being here, being like this, I have been happy. I see 
now what Sayaka meant... Or maybe I'm just seeing what I want to 
see, but does it matter, really? You want Kamukura, so I'll do what I 
have to so he gets to you. 


I'm never going to know, though, am I? Is this an act of mercy for 
you, or just self-flagellation by you? Or maybe you really, earnestly, 
don't care at all? 


I guess it doesn't matter. I'm talking in circles now, so I should stop. I 
hope you live your life how you want to, Junko. If that's 
living in despair, well... then I hope it sucks. I hope 

you spend your days truly miserable. Me, 
though, I'm going to be happy, Ithink. | 


Sorry if that doesn't fit into your grand 
design. Pretty soon, I might not be able to 

bring myself to care anymore... so I should = 
apologize now. Take care of yourself. 
Don't let any upstarts lead a coup or 
something. That'd be a real boring ns 

to it all. 


. Your loving sister, now and forever, 


Ikusaba Mukuro 


Story by Deceit & E Art by Finny 
TheFloralPeach 


The mission was simple. It was written on paper, with fancy 
handwriting as well, like it was written by someone high class from 
the city, handed to him personally by the Council itself since he was — 
known to fulfill these missions with ease. 


Grab an egg from the Githyanki Hatchery and give it to the council so . 
they can do their little experimentation. Easy money for the young 
human artificer, right? Right. That was supposed to be the end of it 
and afterward, he would probably end up with a pouch of gold to 
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take to his home in Baldur’s Gate. But Idäbashi felt that something 
wasn't right after being handed the egg by the githyanki creche. The 
creche seemed almost desperate to save the only egg in the hatchery, 
and once Idabashi knew the reason why... he couldn't give it to the 
council. He promised as well to not let the egg be harmed and that he 
would raise the hatchling himself, away from the githyanki. It was an 
egg destined to be crushed by the clan anyway. Not hatching in time 
meant weakness for the githyanki so the only option was to give it to 
the artificer who now sat confused by, yet concerned about the 
mysterious object in front of him. 


For one, Idabashi didn't have any clue how to take care of an egg, 
even. less so a githyanki's. But something about the egg made him 
feel light, like he needed to help it survive. So that's what he did. 
With the help-of his own machinery and inventions, he managed to 
keep the egg warm and healthy. Throughout the process he couldn't 
help but wonder whether or not the creature inside was really alive 
or if he was trying everything in vain. However, his doubts were 
proven wrong once it began showing signs of life. It started moving 
one day, hatching from the blankets he used to keep it safe as it 
warmed itself from the machinery. Idabashi rushed towards it with a 
big smile on his lips. He waited there as a small clawed hand popped 
from the shell, then another, and just like that, a small child was born. 


Idabashi was gentle with him. He carefully cleaned him up and took 
him in his arms, smiling as the small baby looked up at him with 
curious eyes. It was a miracle that the egg hatched in the first place. 
The githyanki were sure that this egg was too weak, but in the end, it 
showed it was stronger than anyone else could be. And so it was, that 
this small creature was a light of hope in Idabashi's life. So that was 
what he called him: Hope. 


- Kiibo. 
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“Kiibo. Hand over tie wrench Ense: that table.” 


The small Se: didn't hesitate t to do what he s was asked. He 
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happily went on to grab it, giving 


shoulder. Kiibo was always 
interested in what his father was 
working on. He often explained 
how the machinery works or how 
tosput the right- piece in the 
machinery. But today it was 
something special. Idabashi has 
promised to make him a dragon, 
which Kiibo had always admired 
since he was very small. Idabashi 
thought it had to do with his 
bloodline. 


“Is it done yet?" 


Idabashi smiled gently and reached his unoccupied hand toward. 
Kiibo's head, gently ruffling his hair. He showed him the dragon that 

was being built which made the young githyanki smile excitedly at it. 

Kiibo climbed down, jumping with excitement in place but staring 

carefully at what his father was doing. 


“Soon. Just a couple of things... and...!” 


With a turn of the gear, the little dragon machine came to life. Kiibo 
let out a gasp of awe as he watched the little dragon fly around him. 
He followed it with his hands raised trying to catch it. Idabashi - 
chuckled as he watched his son play with the dragon excitedly. It 
was always a reminder that he had done a good thing in adopting 


- this child as his own. Kiibo had made his life much better, his little 


hope. 


It hadn't been that long, just a couple of years and the githyanki child 
he hatched was growing healthily. Kiibo was 6 years old now, and a 
fast learner too, listening to his father's stories and even helping in 
the shop. However, Kiibo was no stranger to weird looks thrown his 
way. It was pretty rare that a githyanki would be in Baldur's Gate, 


it to his father and clinging to his: — 


and even more so a peaceful one like Kiibo was. It was true that most 
of the githyanki were violent in nature. But Idabashi had never seen 
Kiibo show any displays of violence; instead, he always tried to be 
like his father, helpful and kind. 


But everyone turned their backs on him. 


As Kiibo caught the mechanical dragon in his tiny hands with a 
smile, a couple of children stopped to laugh at his appearance. Kiibo 
couldn't understand that he was different from the other human 
children. Idabashi never told him where he had come from. Kiibo, 
with no knowledge of his kind’s reputation, walked outside with the 
dragon that his father created. He reached towards the giggling 
children, but quickly their laughter died. down and was replaced 
with expressions of terror, 


“His name is Imoogi,” Kiibo said as he tried to show them the 
metallic dragon. The creation stared back at the children as it flapped 
its wings, but they weren't having it. They slapped the toy away and 
stomped on it without giving Kiibo a chance to try and save it. 


"We won't play with freaks like you!" 


Kiibo flinched at the comment but didn't cry. He couldn't cry. He 
tried to reach for the toy but was pushed away, falling to the ground 
with no chance to save the toy dragon. They laughed as they 
destroyed it, making Kiibo watch. However, caught up in their 
actions, they did not notice that the githyanki was slowly standing 
up to fight back. It was his nature, after all, to defend what he loved. 


Idabashi noticed the situation belatedly and finally ran outside his 
store to pull Kiibo back so the children could run away. Kiibo 
punched angrily and eventually turned his violence towards his 


father when his grip wouldn't loosen. It was like he had blacked out. 


But when Idabashi flinched in pain, Kiibo snapped back to reality. 
Idabashi never pulled back, ‚even when he was hurt; he just smiled 
down at Kiibo as the small githyankit tested Up "Father? I-I'm e 


"It's okay, Kiibo. It's alright. I've got your now." = ES s e c EE 
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Idabashi embraced his San as Kiibo cried in his arms. It was 
something he couldn't change, the nature of Kiibo. He needed: — 
guidance... but not from the city. From the githyanki themselves. 


Getting to the githyanki tribe was something difficult for any typical 
human. But for Idabashi it was the opposite. In his early days, he was 
an adventurer seeking treasure and slaying beasts with his own 
party; infiltrating a githyanki tribe was no issue at all. But now he 
had Kiibo, the child he raised who needed help from his own people. 
So there he was, surrounded by githyanki from all angles. Kiibo was 
covered with a protective blanket as he tried to peek out, but 
Idabashi didn't let him. | 


“You aren't allowed in this land, istik. Not unless you have a death‘ l 
wish.” 


From the small gathering of soldiers, a figure stood in power. He 
looked serious, yet something about him seemed like he could 
understand what Idabashi was trying to say. The wise air about the 
leader, Taichi, was why he selected this tribe specifically. 


“T'm just here to ask for a favor from you. I was tasked a long time 
ago by a varsh to take care of this child...” 


He slowly revealed Kiibo, who peeked his head out curiously from 
Idabashi's arms. A chorus of gasps and angry hissing erupted, 
scaring the poor child. But Idabashi stood his ground and held Kiibo - 
close. The leader raised his hand to calm the crowd and directed his 
words full of authority toward Idabashi. 


| "Why would a varsh ask an istik like you to take care of a yank? Weak 
githyanki are meant to die.” 


Idabashi scowled at that as Kiibo hid his face in his father's neck. He 
couldn't allow his child to be insulted like that. He survived against 
all odds, hatched from that egg when no one believed he could, and 
Idabashi knew Kiibo had a chance to be like them. To live, and to be 


strong and secure. 


“Kiibo is not weak. He is stronger than' anyone here... why? He 
survived the worst monster of all,” 


The leader narrowed his eyes as Idabashi continued. 


Hy 


"He survived despite being abandoned by his own people. 
After a tense moment, the githyanki leader let out a chuckle. 
“He is ra'stil, do not hurt him." 


He commanded as he turned his back. The guards and surrounding 
githyanki relaxed but kept their cautious eyes on Idabashi. Kiibo 
was curious though, he peeked from his father's shoulder looking at 
all the gith glaring at all of them. However, he didn't feel threatened 
and only had a curiosity about who these people were. He felt like he 
belonged in this place and Idabashi knew that. This was the right 
decision for his own sake. 


"Let us see if this yank is as strong as you say." 
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It took along time for Kiibo to finally get accustomed to the githyanki 
culture and their language. The teachers were tough on him, as they 
were with everyone who was born into a tribe. The training was 
rough, violent, and even potentially fatal but Kiibo stood his ground. 
He couldn't disappoint Idabashi, who always protected him from 
everything. This was Kiibo's chance to return the favor to his father. 
So he trained, learned the way of the sword, and began taking 
missions with his own friends: a small githyanki wizard known as 
Chiaki and an archer named Chihiro who turned out to be the child 
of the leader himself. 


But sometimes, Kiibo wondered if this was the right thing to do. 
Fighting was something he was not used to in Baldur's Gate. He was 
always with his father, building machines and helping him with the 
shop. Now? He was just training to kill and un It didn't feel 


right to him. a? oa 


“Is something rue A Kibo?” "Chihiro asked iasthey sat down 


next to Kiibo. The younger githyanki held a letter from his father 
back in the town, crinkling in his clenched fist. "Thinking about the ` 
ra' stil?” Kiibo nodded in response. “You miss him,” Chihiro smiled, 
and Kiibo sighed wistfully. Then Kiibo finally replied. 


"| miss home, miss father... but what was there for me? People called 
me a monster or worse...” Kiibo trailed off. He still recalled how the 
human kids destroyed his favorite toy, the machine his father 
worked so hard to create, as he watched. But his father protected him 
at the cost of a heavy scar on his face caused by Kiibo’s actions. 
Idabashi told Kiibo he didn't mind it, that the scar was a reminder of 
the love he had for his son. i 


“I try to be kind to everyone but all they see is evil." - 
Chihiro took a moment to listen as Kiibo continued. 


"People... say we are evil. Even we say we are evil," Kiibo worried, his 
voice small. 


Chihiro's expression remained steady as they sighed, fixing their 
gaze upon the tree line separating their tribe from the humans. 


"When humans see 'good', they see weakness. They think they can 
conquer the good. So we became evil," they explained. "Evil is 
subjective. Who are we evil to? Everyone? Each other? Or just to 
humans?" They posed. 


“Why are you telling me this, Chihiro?” The little githyanki gave 
Kiibo a smile as they stood up. 


“You are different, Kiibo. You don't fear being kind. Your father 
knows that, and you know that, too, deep in your heart.” - 


Kiibo smiled at that and stood up alongside his friend. He kept the 
letter close to him, a reminder of his father as he was away. There 
was so much to talk to him about when he came back to visit. 


“Why don't we do something different today, Kiibo?” Chihiro said as 
they started walking slowly, occasionally giving a glance to Kiibo 
who quickly followed. 


Kiibo knew that Chihiro smile very well. Something told him they 
were doing something reckless to keep Kiibo’s thoughts distracted or 
doing something out of this world, literally. It was common for them 
to just sneak out once in a while for a distraction. Not everything was 
war or killing the weak, Kiibo didn't like that very much. But Chihiro 
understood him and he knew that Chihiro understood he needed a 
distraction but he didn't expect what the young gith would suggest. 


“Like what?” 


“Well... for starters, how do you feel about finally riding your own 
dragon?” 
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The fiery red dragon roared and flew closer to the ground, striking 


first with his powerful talons. The enemy screamed in terror; they 

knew beforehand that if they threatened these lands, they would 

know the fiery fistof the githyanki. It only took a mere scratch on the 

land and the portal from the Astral Plane opened revealing an army 

of dragons led by one young: githyanki ı who Feiseel; = ED 
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command. He held a silver Ord an honored sword only wielded 
by the worthy. 


“Draa zvir!” 


Kiibo commanded as he raised his sword to the sky. His red dragon 
Imugi released his fiery breath towards the enemy who threatened 
the homeland of another. Chihiro's words always rang in his head as 
he helped the people who once hated him. Now he was a hero in both 
realms and a symbol of unity between them. The githyanki called 
him the Mla'ghir, the Liberator, and the humans praised him as a 
hero. But there was nothing better or nobler than seeing the pride on 
his father's face as he watched him grow to become what he was 
now. 


“You have no idea how much I want to thank you.” A villager said as 
he rushed forward. 


-Kiibo had finally landed with Imugi, who was wary of the people 
getting close to them. “Easy, friend," he cooed. "The istik means no 
harm.” The dragon huffed and leaned down so Kiibo could hop to 
the ground. He gently patted the dragon's side as he turned his 
attention to the farmer. 


"I don't have much, but I wanted to reward you for saving my 
village —" 


Kiibo shook his head, smiling at him. "Nonsense. You are all safe, 
that is what matters to me." That was what he always said to 
everyone, and it was always true. He didn't need a reward, he just 
wanted to help and protect others, as he learned from his father and 
- Aribe. 


And his father couldn't be more proud of his own son. Kiibo often 
visited him in his shop to help him or to tell him stories about his 
adventures with Chihiro and Chiaki. Idabashi always laughed and 
shared his own adventures with him in return. 


"Father..." Kiibo said as they both sat together by the fire one day. 
Kiibo wore a smile on his face as Idabashi turned to look at him. "I 


want to thank you for not giving up on me.” 


Words couldn't describe what Idabashi was feeling. After all, he was 
proud of his son from the moment he hatched from that egg a 


fought for his place in this world. 
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Story by ToxicPineapple Art by shegananigans 


The little village Kaede grew up in is so small that it isn't marked on 
most maps. It's the kind of place where everybody knows 
everybody; for example, when Kaede started practising bard magic 
at the age of seven, she had at least a dozen adults she'd never 
spoken to before coming up to her to tell her about what a bad idea it 
was. They all knew, after all, that Kaede couldn't sing—and what 
kind of bard can't sing? 


Not that it was any of their business, but that just serves to illustrate 
Kaede's point. Nothing is personal in this place. There's no sense of 
mystery or excitement. Everybody stagnates. 


Living here is stifling. It always has been. Kaede loves her family and 
her friends, even loves the village itself, but there's a sort of— 
monotony, to it, once you've been here for too long. The days chug 
by without any real changes or differences. They get the occasional 
bit of excitement in the form of bandit attacks, but their defences are 
more or less secure enough to keep them safe, so even those aren't 
enough to be truly exciting. It's part of why Kaede had become a bard 
in the first place, just for something to do, but you can only improve 
so much as a magic-user without anything real to practise on. _ 


The one exception to the everyday drudgery is the yearly winter 
festival. Kaede's village is little, with little buildings and little farms 
and little people — but they always have a big crowd for the festival. 
There are food stands, dance performances, firework shows put on 
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by-the talented mages in the area... and, of course, Kaede’s favourite 
part. 


If you asked, Kaede would tell you the best part of the yearly festival 
is getting to perform. She gets a true, unmatched joy out of watching 
people react to music—the music that she’s playing, no less. As a 
bard, a lot of the songs Kaede plays are also stories. If she can tell 
them that without any words, then, well. The performance is a 


success. But privately, all Kaede really wants to do is see people 


smiling... make them feel something. That alone is always going to 
bring her more satisfaction than telling any old story. 


...And, also... as much as Kaede does like it, getting to perform on 
stage actually isn't her favourite part of the festival. It's fun for sure, 
and something that will always make Kaede happy, but, well... 


What truly makes Kaede look forward to the festival every year are 
the travellers. People who hear the music passing by, or who trek 
across the land in the hopes of catching the festivities. It's always a 
different crowd, different people, but they all have their stories. 
Neverending tales of adventure, of danger - and Kaede knows it's 
silly to fantasise about things like that, but she just can't help it. It's so 


much different from what she knows. . 


It's around midday on the third day of the festival when Kaede 
decides to take a break from performing, pulling her keyboard off 

her shoulders and scanning the crowds for her monk friend, Tenko. . 
Tenko is a human, so they haven't “grown up together” inthetypical - 
sense, but Kaede's known her for a very long time. Long enough that 

the two of them have their traditions, like meeting up during Kaede's 
breaks to go suss out the different visitors. 


Of course, Tenko is only really interested in meeting the female 
adventurers. She's had a bias against men for as long as Kaede has 

> known her. For Kaede’s part, she'll happily greet anybody so long as 
they have a good story to tell. Not that she can really tell that by 
p looking — but it turns out most people who travel the roads around 
here usually have something to share. 


Thankfully, Tenko is relatively easy to pick out among the crowd, 
with her stark green eyes and distinctive braids tucked over her 
shoulder. She's also waving at Kaede as she comes closer, and the 
two women link arms before they slip towards the stands, ducked 
slightly to mutter to each other. 


"Did you meet anyone fun while I was performing?" Kaede 
whispers. "I've seen a bunch of new faces today, it feels like the 
festival gets bigger every year!" 


Tenko's lips purse. "Well... Tenko was sort of distracted by Kaede's 
_ performance." She shuffles her weight sheepishly, and Kaede can't 
-~ help a slight laugh. “Umm, there are travellers over by the cider 
stand! Males, though.” E 


Their being males isn't exactly a let-down for Kaede, but she still 

nods sympathetically even as she starts to lead the way over. Tenko ~ 
allows it, albeit with a slight wrinkle in her nose. She's polite if - 
nothing else. When she first came to the village, her fierce hatred of 

men was the first thing she would enter conversations with— 
nowadays you could probably be talking to her for at least ten - 
minutes before it comes up. It still does come up, just, you know, ~~ =m j 


Later on. 


. Kaede is familiar with the seller behind the cider stand. He's been her 
. neighbour for as long as Kaede has lived here, and he always gives 

her free drinks after performances. Today he's a little busy with 
customers, but he greets Kaede with a slight nod and a twinkle in his 
eye before he turns back to his task. 3 


Letting him be for the moment, Kaede glances around the area for the 


travellers Tenko mentioned. Not that Kaede intends to interview - 


them or anything, but, well... She's just a little bit curious, is all. Or 
maybe curious is the wrong word, but Kaede isn't sure what else 
she'd call it. There's this... hunger, resting deep in the pit of her belly. 
Like a yearning to hear more about the outside world, know more... 


Just the thoughts alone are making Kaede's face feel a bit warm. She 
leans against the cider stand while she looks. 


"Hey, you were that performer just now, right?" 


The sudden, unfamiliar voice makes Kaede jump a bit. When she 
whirls around, she sees a rather tall human with eccentric purple hair 
and a flowy cape standing just a yard away from the stand, holding a 
pint of apple cider. When Kaede points to herself, he nods eagerly 
and grins. He has a hero's smile, broad and toothy and confident, but 
what really gives him away as an adventurer is the way the inside of 
his cloak glows slightly. 7 


Kaede finds herself perking up a bit. "Um, yeah! I'll be going back up 
again later — did you like it?” 


“You were great!” the human says brightly. He nudges one of the 
people standing by him, apparently a companion of his, a slightly 
shorter green-haired man (an elf, Kaede thinks, though she only 
recognises him as such by his slightly pointed ears; he must be only 
half) wearing a long, flowing scarf with a satchel tucked over his 
shoulder. "Wasn't she great? I don't think I’ve ever heard anyone 
that good.” - 


The half-elf turns around, an easy smile on his face. "I've never seen a 
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performance like that from a bard,” he agrees. His head tilts the side, 
and his gaze on Kaede shifts, almost seeming to size her up. “You are 
a bard, right? I can sense the magic on you.” = = . 


Something about being told that makes Kaede’s skin itch—not in a 
bad way, almost like a prickle of excitement. She swallows so her 
voice will be level when she responds. “Y-Yeah. Uh, I’m not much of 
a singer, so practise extra hard on the keyboard to make up for it.” 


“Not bad.” 


The third voice makes Kaede jump again, mainly because she hadn't 
realised they had another companion—and also because it's rather 
low. It takes her a moment, but she locates the source of the voice on 


the other side of the cloaked, purple-haired man, and only then does 


the reason she hadn't seen him become clear: their third companion 
is a rather short half-orc with a sling slung over his shoulder. At least, 
Kaede thinks he's a half-orc. She's seen orcs before, enough to know 
he doesn't look quite the same— but this would be her first time 
meeting someone who's only half. 


Kaede's staring, she realises. She clears her throat and looks back up 
at the tallest man. “Thank you. Um—all of you. I'm really glad you 
liked it!" She means it, even if her palms are kind of sweating a bit. 
"Im Kaede Akamatsu... You three are adventurers, right?" 


Seeming pleased at the question, the purple-haired human nods 
eagerly. "Damn straight I am! Kaito Momota, Luminary of the Stars, 
at your service!” He puffs out his chest, eyes bright with pride. "I'ma 
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“In training,” the half-orc adds, nudging his side. Kaito immediately 
deflates. 


“He’s pretty much already there,” the half-elf offers. He smiles at 
Kaede again and adds, “Rantaro Amami, I'm far from the hero that — 
Kaito is, but we do travel together." ries. d 


Taking a closer look at the calmer man, Kaede can see a necklace 
resting against his chest, emitting a gentle glow. He'd mentioned ~~ 


sensing the magic on Kaede— would that make him some kind of 
mage? There are a lot of different magic-users, but given his stature, 
Kaede is pretty sure he’s not the type to be trained in hand-to-hand 
combat as well... Unable to help herself, Kaede eyes his satchel for a 
moment curiously, then reins herself back in. 


Her gaze drifts down to the shortest man again. When their eyes 
meet, he huffs, tugging at the collar of his tunic. 


“Ryoma Hoshi,” he grunts. He adjusts the sling on his shoulder and 
provides nothing else. 


“Ryoma is an excellent marksman,” Rantaro adds, patting his friend 
on the back. It gets a subtle half-smirk out of Ryoma, at least. Kaede 
tilts her head to the side. Based on the way he’d spoken and the 
position he took standing between the two, Kaede had assumed 
‘Kaito was the leader of their little group of three — but both Kaito and 
Ryoma seem to regard Rantaro differently, their eyes drifting to him 
more often than not. He must be the link. - 


He must be a pretty strong magic user. Kaede can't help but marvel 
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at the three as she straightens up, glancing over to see what Tenko 
has gotten up to. The monk is standing a little ways away, squinting 
off at the stage, but her eyes dart obviously in their direction every so 
often, like she's ready to jump in in the event that one of the men does 
something suspicious. = TESTAD 


Kaede can't help a breathy laugh, even though she is appreciative of 
her friend. Kaito isn't even carrying a weapon right now, she doubts 


-there will be trouble. 


^| don’t think I've ever seen you guys here before,” Kaede comments. 
She takes a step closer to the group to talk in a more normal tone of 
voice, tilting her head to the side. “Are you just passing through the 


área?” 


Rantaro nods. "We're questing, and our journey took us by here,” he 
explains. “It was about time for us to take a break, anyway, so we got 
set up ata local inn and came to see the festivities." 


“You don't put on a bad party for such a small village,” Ryoma 
comments, grey eyes darting back and forth. “Must be a pretty big 
thing.” 


“It's our only thing.” Kaede is unable to keep the bitterness from her 
voice. “But yeah, it's pretty amazing, right? You should go see some 
ofthe dancing!” 


Kaito rubs his goatee, his head turned to look off towards the stage. 
“Yeah, it's all impressive,” he agrees, before his eyes dart back over 


. towards Kaede. "Usually pretty quiet around here though, eh?" 


“Well...” Kaede glances around. It's not like her restlessness is any 
secret among the village people—again, there aren't really any 
secrets here — but she still hesitates to be disrespectful. After mulling 


it over for a moment, Kaede admits, “It's not a bad place to live, you 
know? But... I mean, the village is small. Maybe it doesn't feel that — 


way at first, but it sure ends up like that if you live here your whole 


life.” 


“Y our whole life?” Rantaro rubs the back of his neck. "I can't imagine ~~ 


staying anywhere for that long...” 


. Kaito shakes his head. "This guy never stops anywhere for longer 
. than two weeks." 


"For good reason," Ryoma adds in a low voice. Kaede is about to 
lament how much the idea of that appeals to her — always moving, 
always seeing new things — but Ryoma's tone makes her curious. She 
tilts her head. 


"Oh yeah? What's that?" 


The three men shuffle a bit in front of her. Ryoma and Kaito are both 
looking to Rantaro, their brows raised. Rantaro, in turn, fidgets with 
the charm around his neck, then looks at Kaito pointedly. 


"Well... whatdo you think?" 
Kaito glances at Kaede, then back at Rantaro. "I'd trust her." 


The quick vouch for her character takes her off guard a bit, given that 
they're strangers, but what's even more startling is that neither 
Rantaro nor Ryoma question it. Rantaro nods, then offers Kaede 
something of a rueful smile. 


“TU gladly tell you, but it's a bit of a long story. Do you know 
somewhere we can sit down?" 


Something like restlessness —no, excitement — hits Kaede at the offer, 
and she's already nodding before she's completely processed the 
question. 


“Yep! I can find somewhere — umm, let me bring my friend, though.” 
Kaede gestures at Tenko, who stands upright when addressed — not 
unlike a puppy — before scampering over. Kaede shoots her a quick 
smile. "Let's bring some more cider with us, too. I mean, if it's going 
-to be such a long story, you know?” 


^Not a bad idea," Kaito muses, eyeing the mostly empty pint in his 
hand. "I'm still thirsty.” E 


"Yeah, alright." Rantaro clears his throat, offering a smile that's 
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almost a bit strained compared to his previous ones. “Let's do that, 
then, and then we'll tell you our tale.” 


Kaede has to turn away so Rantaro doesn't see the face she makes at 
that. It's nothing bad, she just — she doesn't want them to think she's 
getting unreasonably excited about this. Not that she is. A normal 
amount of excitement, is all. Maybe above-average. 


. She's allowed. It really does get boring around these parts. 


Kaede leads them to a field of grass some ways away from the 
festivities, but where they can still see the fireworks. They're another 
one of Kaede's favourite parts of the festival, after all —she would 
hate to miss them. 


Once they're settled in, seated in a little circle— with Tenko at 


Kaede's side, squinting suspiciously at the three strangers— Rantaro __ 
E - 


leans forward slightly and starts to explain. Despite his relaxed 
disposition, there's obvious emotion in his voice as he tells Kaede 
about his little sisters. How he had twelve of them, and then eleven — 
-and then eventually he had none, all twelve girls lost in different 
places, Rantaro left with only the faintest idea of how to find them. 


“I started my search alone, years ago,” Rantaro continues. He hasn't 
drank any of his cider, merely holding the pint in both hands and 


staring into the amber liquid. "I must've met Kaito... I don't even — 


remember how long ago now. Didn't realise how badly things were 
going until he came on board. I got lucky.” - 


Kaito snorts. “Rantaro’s being modest. He saved my life." He puffs 
out his chest a bit. "And it works out for me, too, since I gotta do 
something really heroic if I want to really become a paladin! Helping 
Rantaro with this is perfect — and uh, not to mention, you know..." 
He slowly deflates again. "He doesn't deserve to do this alone." 


Rantaro shoots Kaito a smile, then looks back towards Kaede. 
"Ryoma joined us a bit after that. Made us both look silly after taking 
out a pack of goblins." 


"Wasn't planning to join them, but Rantaro has a way with words," 
Ryoma mutters, tugging down on his hood and shaking his head. 
"Guess it's not so bad.” 


You really took out a whole pack?” Kaede asks, unable to keep the 
awe out of her voice. - 


Sullenly, Tenko mutters, "Tenko could do that too..." 


"[hats incredible" Kaede continues, after squeezing Tenko's 
shoulder reassuringly. ^I mean — all three of you are amazing! I could 
never imagine travelling around like that and searching for people, 
or training to become a real hero... That's just amazing..." Kaede 
trails off wistfully, looking up towards the sky. The fireworks 
haven't gone off yet, but weirdly her earlier excitement to see them 
feels sort of muted now. They'll look the same this year as they did 
last year... hard to get excited-about that. Her hand tightens around 
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could use another healer around. You probably know a few spells, 


the handle on her pint. ; e 


Ryoma studies her. “Kaede... you’ ve really never E E place?" 
“Oh, um —" Kaede blinks. “No, not really. Never.” 


“Never,” Ryoma repeats. He raises an eyebrow, then turns to his - 
friends. “Well, Kaito's Lay on Hands is still pretty lousy.” 


Hey 


“We could use a bard,” Ryoma continues. Rantaro looks at Ryoma ÉS 
curiously but smiles before turning to look at Kaede. 


- "It's true,” Rantaro admits, “we ve got a pretty strong team, but we 
| right?” 

Kaede's face flushes. "I-I mean, nothing crazy! I help out occasionally 
when people get hurt, but — " 


"Where better to learn than out on the road, huh?" Kaito asks, 
having recovered startlingly quickly from the jab. "These 
guys are right, you should come with us, Kaede! Rantaro's 

search takes us all over the place!" 


eon, 2p Kaede feels her heart racing. She 
swallows and tries to collect herself, stammers, “l-I 
couldn't, I mean, I wouldn't want to leave Tenko 
behind here or — " 


Shaking her head rapidly, Tenko insists, "Kaede 
~ should do it! You should go and see the world! -- 
Even if its with a bunch of—” Tenko quickly 
seems to realise what she's encouraging Kaede to 
do, her face going momentarily pale before she , 
sputters, “T-Tenko will go with you!” 


oa — will?” Rantaro blinks. 


“You will?” Kaede gasps, jumping onto her 
knees. “Oh, Tenko, I couldn't ask you to — " 


Tenko furrows her brow and shakes her head again, getting onto her 
knees in turn and grasping Kaede’s hands. “Kaede, Tenko needs to 
be there with you! She couldn’t stand the idea of Kaede alone with a 
bunch of suspicious-looking males!” 


“Suspicious-looking...?” Kaito repeats. 
"Granted," Ryoma chuckles. 


"Plus, Tenko..." Tenko lets out a breath, then grins. "Tenko wants to 
see the world too. And protect girls! That must be why Rantaro hasn't 
had any success yet — finding women without women is a recipe for 
disaster!" 


Rantaro opens and closes his mouth, then looks thoughtful. 
“Actually, maybe she has a point?” 


“Dude,” Kaito groans, elbowing Rantaro’s arm. He squints at Tenko 


for a moment before shrugging. “I guess l'd trust her, though. 


Especially if Kaede does.” 


Once again, the immediate trust being given to her by Kaito leaves 
Kaede feeling a little off-balance— especially when Rantaro and 


Ryoma both seem to accept it. Whatever bond these three have with 


each other... It must be strong. Kaede almost feels a little bit nervous 
to infringe on that, just to see more of the world. 


- They'd offered though, and Tenko wanted to come along too... Kaede 
takes a breath, her hands fisting in the material of her skirt. She's 


wanted this all her life, hasn't she? To leave this stifling little village 
and see the world, maybe do some good while she's at it, and in this 
cases 


Kaede's eyes find Rantaro's again. She smiles at him. 


"Id... love to come. If you'll have me. Us." Kaede squeezes Tenko's 
hand. “Um... and Rantaro, lll... do my best to help you bring all of 
your sisters home. I promise." 


A different sort of smile comes onto Rantaro's face at that. It's softer, 
almost more crooked than the ones before— like it's more genuine, 
almost. Kaede can't help smiling just a bit wider herself seeing it. 


“Good to know,” Rantaro murmurs. “In return, I'll be happy to help 


-~ you get out there, Kaede. There's a lot you'll want to see, I’m sure." 


"Cheers to that!” Kaito says brightly, picking up his cider and 
beaming. "We'll be out of here again in the morning, how about? Is 
that enough time to pack?" e. co M 


"Should be plenty,” Kaede agrees. Before the group can ES into 


discussing any more logistics, they're cut off by a hiss and a bang, the 


sound of one of the first fireworks entering the sky. 


Kaede's gaze is drawn to them, her heart fluttering slightly in hei 


chest. It's not really in response to the sky show, though it's as 

gorgeous as always. Really, despite her gaze not moving... that 

excited ticklish feeling in her stomach, its because of her new 
-. companions, and the journey they have laid out ahead of them. 


Truly, Kaede has no idea what to expect. 


It's invigorating. 
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LETTER TO A LADY 


B9 “2 SA 
Story by Rumi Y Art by Deceit 
Dear Miss Yasuhiro, 


My journey has been a long one, filled with trials and tribulations, 
and yet you still reject every man I send you a proper drawing of! 


When you asked me to travel across the land to find handsome men - 


to serve you in your castle, I thought you would at least be a bit more 
liberal with your definition of "handsome" (and of "men" — I have 
met handsome women out here like you would not believe; some of 
these ladies are paladins, Miss Yasuhiro, paladins, and yet you still 
will not budge). I take great care with these drawings, Miss, I do! I 
aim to capture each candidate's gait, his expressions, the way he 
tosses his hair — mercy! And yet not one of them is good enough for 
you? Tell me, how high are your standards? 


Oh, well, the purpose of this letter is not to gripe, not at all! I have 
- found a man who will make you quiver, oh, yes! His name is still a 
mystery, but he is tall and muscle-bound, and when he speaks his 
voice is deep and rich like an old oak tree. Now, I know your feelings 
on bespectacled men (and how honored I am to be your exception in 
employment!), but this man, this man, why, they enhance his face 
more than they hide it! And his long, luxurious hair... why, you 
could ask him to place it in all manner of styles! Perhaps you could 
even match, hmhmhm! 


I have enclosed several drawings, both moving artworks and still 
portraits, for you to peruse. Do let me know if I should approach him. 


That aside, the journey has been arduous, but rewarding. I have met 
so many interesting people. l've met a man who traveled the whole 
world, I've met a lady mage with a tiger cub familiar, l've even met 
someone who makes fantastic machines the likes of which you could 
never imagine! Rejected, rejected, rejected. Are looks all you care 
about? 


Ah, Miss Yasuhiro, if only you cared to join me on this journey — if 
only, if only! I know you are one to stick to your own comfort, to 
remain in the lap of luxury whenever possible, but truly, this world is 
so. beautiful to behold! Even though I have trembled in fear in the 
presence of savage adventuring parties, even though I have 
encountered dungeons and monsters and perils untold, I have found 
so much inspiration out here... far am I from the days of making you 
milk tea whenever you please...! 


Oh, but of course I'll still make you milk tea when I return! It's one of 
my greatest pleasures. 


That aside, though — I do wish you would come look out at the 
world once in a while instead of remaining in your enclosed castle. 
There is a whole world of wonder out here, and it inspires me so! You 
have long known that I am more than just your humble servant — I 
am a creator! An artist! Each of those "handsome" men I meet is 
duller than the last, not a speck of creativity about them, no no no! 
But out here, out here, there are so many stories to be told. There are 
people in this world who, if you looked past their outward 
appearances, could offer you so much! If only you cared to see it... 


Fine, fine, very well. You don't want an "interesting" man. You don't 
- want a man with hopes and dreams, you want toys you can play with 
and discard whenever you please. I will find that for you. But you 
deserve better than that! You deserve better than brainless hunks! 
This man I have found for you, he's a druid, for heaven's sake! How 
interesting is that? Think of all the stories he could tell you! Think of 
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all the fascinating things you could learn about nature, about our 
world! 


Ah, but Iknow how you are. You would rather gamble all day than 
read any of my books, would rather count your gold than look at my 
artwork. Art means little to you unless it's shiny and valuable, and I 
suppose that’s an alright way to live. But oh, Miss Yasuhiro, there is 
so much you're missing out on! So many people, so many stories! 


I have heard folk tales that Iseek to adapt into illustrated works that 
move and breathe, just as these letters do. It’s my talent as an 
artificer, you know, and I dream to use it for more than just giving 
‚you pretty boys to ogle and toss aside. Oh, yes, I do dream! 


Hmm... But regardless of my own lack of prettiness, you do keep me 
around, don't you? Could it be that there's a part of you, however 
small, that does appreciate my artwork, the way it bends and twists 
and smiles and waves? 


Or is itjust that I make the best milk tea this side of the river? Hah! 


It's probably the latter, really. Do let me know, though. 


In the end, there is nothing I can do about your lack of value for art. I 
will continue my journey, and until I find a sufficient number of 
mindless beauties for you, I will keep pressing forward. But oh, oh, 
do consider this letter, Miss Yasuhiro, do consider my thoughts! Do 
consider how it makes you feel, how the words on the page speak to 
you! And do consider looking out your window once in a while — 
speak to a commoner every now and again! You would be amazed at 
what you can find. 


And, Miss Yasuhiro? Forgive me for using your real name in these 
letters. I know you've asked me not to, lest they be intercepted. But as 
your dearest and only true friend, I feel it's my duty to address you 
properly and with respect. After all, even though you place value 
only on money, I do respect you, and I appreciate when that is 
returned. Heheh, I know it's returned, even if you try to hide it! You 
do let me stay with you, after all. 


Very well, Miss Yasuhiro. With that, l'll sign off. Consider the 
enclosed drawings posthaste. Who knows when this handsome devil 
will leave town? 


With love, 
Hifumi Yamada 
( F x C 


THE ESSENCE OF AN IMPOSTER 


Story by Keane Art by Deceit 


They didn't remember their real name. 
They didn't remember what they really looked like. 
Every morning, they woke up as someone entirely different. 


No, that wasn't quite right. Every morning, they woke up looking 
entirely different. As if they had been transplanted into a new, 
foreign body, and only the essence of the person stayed behind. 


No, wrong again. There was no essence. That would require an 
identity. A self. 


They were not in possession of any such thing. 


They thought that they might have been, once, but it had been far too 
long since then for them to really remember anything. All that 
remained of that period was a deep, aching longing that they had yet 
to shake off. Longing for what, they didn't know. 


So, more accurately, only the mind stayed behind. 


Each time they woke up, their body was completely different. Each 
morning, they would go to their full-length mirror and make tweaks. 
Hair too short, make it longer. Not enough fat around the upper arms 
or the stomach. Move the scar to this side of the face. Small 
adjustments. 


They used to try to remake the bodies, to keep some semblance of 
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their image from the day before, but it got tiresome. Each change had 
to be made individually, and it took energy that they did not have. 
Making little changes was better. And, they admitted, fun. To put 
their own spin on each body. They might not have had a self, but they 
did at least have aesthetic tastes. 


That morning, they were tall, and far too skinny, almost to the point 
of discomfort. But they rather liked the blue eyes and chin-length 
blond hair that they had. It gave them an almost regal air, and they 
adjusted their posture accordingly. That was another way they - 
created fun in their day; each day, they constructed a new character 
to play based on their form, guessing how that person might talk and 
hold themselves. 


They had an abundance of traits and tics to choose from to form their 
characters, taken from close observation of other people. People- 
watching was a favorite pastime for them— one they were quite 
gifted at. Their observational powers were down to a science at this 
point, and enjoyed testing themselves to see how quickly they could 
master a person's subtle habits, how fast they could dissect as much 
as possible about someone's life from observation alone. - E 


Maybe it was because they were so isolated that they loved people- 
watching so much. People were 
endlessly interesting, endlessly 
compassionate and irrational 
and full of emotion and love, 
and they never tired of getting 
to know them, even if it was 
from afar. 


They of course had activities 
and obligations to fill their 
.days— mostly volunteer work 
and odd jobs that didn't require 
a legal, consistent existence — 
but their favorite pastime was 
observing people. There was 


nothing more peaceful nor more intriguing, and they always made 
some time for it. | 


They felt that familiar peace as they walked along the river leading 
out of town. Even though their current form looked like he would be 


working in an office somewhere, they spent the day people-watching - 


to recoup their mind. Lost in the burbling of the water, they walked 
farther than they intended and ended up at a beautiful park, full of 


‘blooming trees and thick grass. A breeze tickled through the leaves 


above their head and made the water shimmer, and they smiled at 
the children attempting to fly kites by the water's edge. 


A woman flitted into view, long white hair in loose pigtails trailing 


=> behind her. She wore a flowy, paint-spattered yellow coat that 


swished around as she twirled through the park, paintbrushes 
sticking precariously out of her large quilt bag. 


She immediately caught their eye, sticking out against the deep 
greens of the trees. Even with her light, dancing steps, she seemed 
like she was on a mission. She scanned the park with quick, bright 
eyes before she abruptly changed course and marched over to— 
them?! 


They sat in shocked, somewhat wary silence as she bustled over to 
them, waving. 


"Beautiful day, isn't it? Wouldn't you like a portrait to commemorate 
it? I make the best paintings in town! It'll be divine, promise! Just stay 
right there and Tl get set up, “kay?” She said excitedly, already 


$ setting down her bag in front of their bench. 


"Uh...Yes, I suppose,” they agreed. They didn't have a reason to 
refuse. 


That seemed to be enough agreement for the artist. She clasped her 
hands together and murmured a prayer, and with a burst of glittery, 
golden light, her bag unfolded into a portable painting station. Now 
she held a palette, the ground around her suddenly decorated by: 


paint bottles and cups of brushes, and she stood in front of an easel 5 - 
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with a large painting sketchbook mounted on it. She plopped into the 
stool in front of her easel and immediately got to work. 


. They watched the artist dance her brush over the page, listened to 

her chatter and mutter, and contributed a few words here and there, 
even though she clearly didn't require a response. They didn't 
usually find themself with company for people-watching, much less 
company who would do all the talking for them, and it was. ..really 


nice. They got the oddest feeling, a pang of loss, like ug had missed . 


this, somehow. 


About half an hour passed before the artist declared the piece done. 
She tore it off the sketchbook, and with another quick prayer, her art 
supplies filed themselves back into her bag just as fast as they had set 
themselves up. They paid her for the piece, thanked her, and 
watched as she tumbled off to find her next customer. 


The painting itself was as stunning as the lush park around them, but 
their thoughts lingered on the artist herself. They would certainly 
remember such an interesting character. 


A couple days later, their wanderings led them to the park by the 
water again. It was a bit further than they usually walked, but they 
were happy to end up there again. 


They soon saw the artist, skipping through the trees with her bag 
swaying back and forth. Same as last time, her eyes lit up — spotting 
another customer, no doubt— and she waved as she changed course 
to swing over to them. They expected a similar spiel as she 
approached, but- 


“Y ah-hah! Hello again, there! Back for another picture?" 
Their heart stopped. 


. What...? No, there was no way that... She couldn't... 


The artist stopped in front of them, tilted her head, squinted, and 
laughed. - 


"Oh, whoopsies! Nya-ha, sorry, I must' ve mistaken you for someone 
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else 


A sudden rush of relief forced the air out of their lungs and 
they didn't have the time to tell her it was alright before she barreled 
on. Still reeling from the shock, they didn't have the breath to protest 
another portrait, and before they knew it the artist had set up her 
supplies. = ern = 


After accepting their fate, they relaxed onto the bench. It really was a 
beautiful day, and there were plenty of people around for them to 
observe. 


But their thoughts kept returning frantically, frustratedly, to that 

brief moment of recognition. It was clearly a simple mistake— the 

artist had said so herself — but for some reason, it wouldn't leave 
— - their mind. 
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Even on their way home, new painting in hand, they kept puzzling 
over the peculiar interaction, and their even more peculiar mix of 
feelings about it. Mostly they were confused and curious, but oddly 
enough, they were also afraid. Oddest of all, there was another 
feeling beneath all it all that they couldn't for the life of them identify. 
It was warm and fuzzy, but jagged, tugging and scratching at an 
empty spot deep in their chest. 


The strange emotion didn't leave. It bubbled and festered and 
refused to quiet down, and somehow they found themselves back at 
the park the next day seeking a remedy, or at least an answer. They 
received another beautiful painting that contained neither, so they 
went back again. And again. And, despite their better judgment, 
getting a portrait done at the park became a bit of a routine for them. 


They didn't like spending money on non-essentials, but the artist's 
mannerisms and her almost-recognitions were too intriguing for 
them to ignore. 


Each time they went to the park, the same thing would repeat; the 
artist would run up in search of a new customer, have a fleeting 
moment where she thought she recognized them, before apologizing 
for her mistake and offering a portrait. It was as fascinating as it was - | 
terrifying (they didn't know why it felt so terrifying), and-they ~~ =m 


couldn't stay away. 


It was maybe their seventh visit that something in that pattern 


: changed. - 


It started normal; they relaxed into their usual routine of watching 
the people walk past, watching the water, and watching the artist. 
They were really starting to get to know her, even though she 
couldn't reciprocate and had no idea of their familiarity. 


The way she painted was captivating, as if she wasin a trance, and by 


now they had nearly a full inventory of all the expressions and flicks 
and twitches she made at different points in her process. It was 
beautiful, in that unique way people get when doing something they 
are so utterly in love with that everything else becomes irrelevant. 


But unlike her usual demeanor, the artist barely talked at all. They 
worried about her a little bit, wondered if she was getting enough to 
eat. They obviously couldn't ask about it though; to the artist, this 
was the first time the two of them had ever met. How could they 
know that she wasn't like her usual self? 


They felt that odd pang of loss again, and quickly dismissed it, again. 


They realized with a jolt that the artist was staring directly at them. 
They made eye contact, and she didn't look away. Her gaze was 
piercing — not malicious, but like she was picking them apart on a 
dissection table. They hoped this wasn't what they looked like when 
they observed people. 


"Uh...canIhelp you?" They asked nervously. 


To their surprise, the artist smiled. "No, no, not at all! I just got lost 
for a moment." She turned back to her easel again, and spoke 
without looking at them, her smile turning almost mischievous. ^I 
think I'm certain of it now. God works in mysterious ways, does he 
not?" 


They had no idea what to make of that, so they simply stayed quiet. 


The artist hummed, mixed a new color on her palette — a deep teal. “I 
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wonder...will you ever tell me your name?" 
Again, their heart shuddered to a halt. *...Sorry?” 


“Your name. I've painted you so many times now, but I still don't 
know your name.” 


“I...” Their throat felt tight. They couldn't breathe. Some voice in the 
back of their head screamed at them to get out of there, that this was 
dangerous, somehow. "I don't know what you mean. This is the first 
time you've painted me." 


The artist stilled, her expression dropping into a softness. “Ahh. I see, 
I see." She dabbed her brush into an earthy brown and fell silently 
back into painting. = 


Their heartbeat gradually returned to normal. She remained silent _ 
for the next couple of minutes, so...that was it, right? The artist = 
realized she made a mistake and moved on, just like always. It felt 
like a danger had passed. 2: FE | 


When she spoke next she was quiet, and suddenly more serious than | 
they had heard her before. "I get it, y know?” E ee 


UY 


"Hm?" Anxiety rose in their throat again. 


. The artist didn't look up from her easel. "It can be really scary, to be 
. known." Her eyes sparkled and her smile returned, fond and 
knowing. “But it can also be truly divine." 


The artist placed her palette gently on the cobblestone floor and with 
a flourish tore off the page she'd been painting on, handing it to them 
in an exaggerated bow. "This one's on the house today!" 


They were surprised — she had never offered that before — but they : 


reached for the paper regardless, and were surprised again as she 
snatched it out of reach. “Under one condition!” she exclaimed, and 
they frowned. Given the artist’s...erratic demeanor, they would 
really rather just pay for the piece. 


The artist’s smile stretched wider, almost teasing. “Take a look at the 
other pictures I’ve made for you. A real good look. And think about 
them for a bit. Okay?” Not waiting for a response, she shoved the 
painting at them and muttered a prayer, and art supplies once again 
folded themselves up and filed neatly into her bag. 


“My name is Angie, by the way,” the artist said, hoisting her bag up 
onto her shoulder. She waved at them cheerfully, then turned and 
skipped off. “TIl see you tomorrow!” 


They sat there staring after her for a while, seeing straight through 
the people and the trees they usually loved to watch. Every 
interaction with the artist— Angie— was a whirlwind, but this one 
left them utterly blindsided, feeling drained and...scared, they 
realized. Why were they so afraid? 


A breeze rustled the paintings in their lap. They D looked down, 
and frowned. Something seemed...off. 


. They pulled out a compact mirror from their bag, and sure enough, 
their current face barely matched the painting they held. There was a 
resemblance, but it was even less accurate to life than her last 
painting, as if the features were starting to deconstruct. Had this been 
the case with her previous portraits? 
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The minute they got home they frantically flipped through all the 
paintings they got, really looked...and didn’t see anything. 


They just didn't get it. What were they supposed to be seeing? Was 
Angie just tricking them? . 


No. She was cryptic and flighty, but enn were certain there was 
purpose in everything she did. 


They must have been looking at it wrong. 


They felt a bit foolish as they cleared some wall space and tacked the 
paintings up as if it were a conspiracy board, but their frantic 
curiosity outweighed the feeling that they must seem insane. 


i They analyzed each facial feature, scouring the paintings, trying to 


find some explanation, some hidden clue tucked away behind 
brushstrokes. They stared at the paintings for so long that the 
subjects stopped looking like faces and started looking like random 
shapes. Feeling confused and frustrated and overwhelmed, they 
collapsed backward onto their bed, head swimming. 


When they sat up again, in the moment where the world was still a 
blur before their vision refocused, they gasped. They finally saw it. 


All the paintings were the same colors, from the very first one they 
got. 


Same mystic blues and earthy browns, same swirls of silver and 
streaks of green, same pattern of rectangles used to shade the hair. 


— They were obviously of different faces, dgterent bodies, but other 


than that, nothing else had changed. 


They had been so caught up in the little details that they rn 
missed the big picture. 


— 
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How much else had they missed? 


As soon as they woke up the next day, they were scrambling to get 
out the door. They barely looked in the mirror aside from making 
sure their clothes fit alright, not even taking the time to make any of 


Y 
"hs P" 


their usual little changes. They tore the paintings down from the 
wall, clipped them together, and raced out to the park, hoping that 
Angie would be there this early in the morning. 


“She didn't disappoint. She sat on a bench under a tree, watching the 
water as they themselves had done so many times now. 


“Angie!” They called as they ran up. 


Angie looked up, confused for just a moment before smiling and . 


jumping up to greet them. "So, did ri do what I said? Did yoi see? 
Did you, did you?” » 


Out of breath from the running, they gestured at the paintings. 
"How...how did you know?" As they recovered their breath, their 
frustration returned as well. "How the hell did you know?! I look 
completely different each day, I sound different, even my inflection 
is different. You couldn't have known from talking to me, I barely 
talk! How?" 


She giggled. Giggled. "Nyahaha! Silly, I didn't figure it out on my 
own! God showed me!" 


That was even more baffling. "God showed you? What?" 


They could only imagine what their expression looked like because 
Angie took pity on them and gestured for them to sit down with her. 
They did, and when she spoke again, it was without her teasing tone. 
"It's not about how you look or sound. It's about your presence," she 
explained. 


"My...presence?" 


"Yes! Presence, aura, soul, true self, whatever you want to call it! 
Your essence. No matter how you change, that is still the same, and it 
cannot be hidden from those who know how to see it." Angie winked 
and tapped the stack of paintings in their lap. “That's why my 
pictures are so powerful. God teaches me how to see it, how to find 
the outlines of a person's essence, and with his guidance I am able-to 
paint it —just a glimpse of who someone really is." 
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They looked down at the bundle of paintings clutched in their 
trembling hands. “Then...this is it? This is who 1...” —they 
swallowed, reminded themself to breathe —“this is who Ireally am?” 


They didn't think they had a “who they really were” 


“Of course not!” Angie tittered, and they wished she would take 
maybe the biggest revelation of their life a little more seriously. “This 
is just the closest I could get to capturing it. I’m just a vessel, y'know. 


Besides, God says we should each find who we are for ourselves." 


“Find who 1...? How? H-How do I even start?" 


Angie sighed and shook her head. "Have you spent so much time 


> observing other people that you forgot you could observe yourself?" 


As Angie had done many times already, that left them speechless. 


She smiled sympathetically. “Even if you're different every day, 
there are little traits that carry over — there's an essence that's always 
there. It's like in my paintings; some shapes and colors always stick 
with you. Those parts that stay the same are the parts that are 
actually you!" 


They looked again at the stack of paintings. "Then, how do I tell 
which parts carry over?" 


Angie shrugged. "I dunno. That's for you to figure out!" 


Their head fell into their hands. Of course she would keep being 
cryptic, only adding to their confusion. 


Angie laughed at their reaction. “Nyahaha! Don’t-be like that! Being 
confused and lost is part of the journey, y'know? And God says 
you're on the right path now. You'll find your way." 


They stared ahead at the rustling trees, processing the conversation. 
They prided themselves on their observational skills; how had they — 
missed something this big? What Angie said felt unnatural to them, 
after having gone so long without a self, but they realized that they - 
desperately wanted it to be true. They wanted to have a self. They — 
d E 


wanted to know that self. 


_ They had never turned their observations inward before, and didn't 
. entirely know how to, but...they would certainly try. 


Angie suddenly jumped up from the bench, clapping her hands. “I 
have an idea!" she exclaimed. " You're not busy right now, are you?" 


= hse? = 
“Then it’s settled! Up, up! We’re going to see the waterfall!” 
“The waterfall? I didn’t know there was a waterfall around hers 4 


"Well, it's a bit of a walk, but absolutely worth it! It is truly, truly 
divine. Come on!” Angie grabbed their arm and tugged them to their 
feet, not waiting for them to catch their balance before dragging them 
to walk upriver. 


They didn't consider themself religious, but when they arrived at the 
waterfall they had to admit that Angie was right; they could only 
describe the sight as divine. 


They joined Angie in sitting to watch the falls, and listening to the 
tumultuous water, they felt a sense of peace finally return. 


After a while, Angie turned to them. “So...can I know your name 
now?" 


They kept staring straight ahead at the waterfall, hands clenching at 
their sides. "...I don't have one,” they admitted. 


"Isee. That's alright," she assured breezily, as if it didn't matter at all. 
As if this topic hadn't tormented them for years. Unease washed over 
them, and that old, confusing longing threatened to overwhelm 
them. 


-“..Is it alright?” They asked quietly, finally meeting Angie's gaze. 


She smiled. “Of course it is! Look,” she said, gesturing back to the 
stream of water. They did, knowing by now that she saw something 
important that they couldn't always see. 
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"You can know the name for ^waterfall in a hundred different 
languages,” Angie said, soft eyes shimmering like the teal pool they 
sat by. 


mE 
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^None of those names can tell you how beautiful this is." 
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PATH OF THE BURGEONING EMBER 


Story by Crow Art by Doc 


It began quickly, as most raids did: the crack of Komaru's pepperbox 
signified their arrival before the rest of the team burst through the 


entrance, incapacitating the guards as they went. Their goal was to — 


find the leaders ruming the human trafficking ring and take them 
alive. 


Toko swung her greatsword, clearing a path to the offices deeper in 
the hideout, the half-elf at her back providing covering fire. The other 
half of their party headed in the opposite direction, toward the 
slaves’ cells. Their divination sorcerer, Yasuhiro, went to follow. His 
eyes flashed green for a moment and he called out a parting warning 
to Toko. “Remember what Boss said: Don't fly off the handle!” 


Toko growled and slashed at two more guards. How could she forget 
what Master Byakuya said? It was the same thing he told her before 
every mission, an order she tried her utmost to follow each time, with 
. varying degrees of success. She couldn't control herself any more 
than Hiro could control his visions, or Komaru could control the 
endearingly foolish things that came out of her mouth sometimes. 


They made their way along the winding path that led to the leaders’ 
offices, the eladrin feeling reassured as always by Komaru's 
presence. “Ready?” the half-elf asked her, and Toko nodded. | 


Toko kicked down the door and was unsurprised to find the leaders 
holed up together, holding magical weapons that were still clearly in 


the prototype stage. “Drop them,” she said, “and we can make this 
easy.” She hefted her greatsword onto her shoulder. “Your choice.” 


As one of the slavers stepped forward, she heard a muffled sound. 
Casting her gaze across the room, her eyes finally landed on a cell 
behind the men. More accurately, it landed on what was in the cell. 
Despite being a Winter eladrin, her blood ran cold enough for her to 
feel it. 


They were keeping children. 


Small ones, at that. "There were four of them, all huddled together, 
fear written across their faces. One of the children covered their 
mouth with their hand - likely the one who made the noise that drew 
her attention. As soon as she noticed Toko looking, the only girl 
shifted to block the others from view as much as she could, meeting’ — 
her stare with a look that was equally fearful as it was defiant. 


Toko burned at the sight, and she turned her attention back to the. 
slavers. The rage sparked in her body, and she fought for control as 
she cried out, "You enslaved children here?" 


One of the men laughed, and Toko instantly recognized him from 
Kyoko's intel files as the leader of the entire operation. "Who better 
than children to do the work we bid them to? They're so easy to 
control. Better than that, they're cheap!" He sneered at Toko, as 
though daring her to respond. Her vision filled with red and a haze 
settled over her as she charged into battle. : 


The men crumpled one by one in a spray of blood, clearly used to 
only fighting those who feared them. She looked to Komaru, who 
‘had already knocked out the leader during Toko's fight and was 
tying him up. "Send for aux and get him out of here before I kill 
him," she barked, trying to ignore the concerned look on her friend's 
face. Komaru tossed her the leader's keys before using her sending 
stone to call in the auxiliary crew. 


Toko wiped her greatsword on her dress and sheathed it, forcing 
herself to take a calming breath before approaching the cell. She 


unlocked the door, trying her best to appear unaffected, though her 
heart was cracking at the open apprehension on their faces. "I'm 
Toko, and that's Komaru," she nodded to the half-elf behind her, 
"and you're free, now." 


Once they brought the children back to the base, Master Byakuya 
summoned her for her report. Why he had chosen her to care for a 
child at the end of it, Toko would never understand. "Consider it 
punishment," Master Byakuya had said, "for being unable to control 
yourself." ; 


No matter how much she grumbled and cursed at him, she suddenly 
found herself the guardian of a little pink tiefling--a barbarian like 
herself, apparently, who could probably use a guiding hand. Against 
her better judgment and all her instincts telling her there was no way 
she could possibly raise a child, she took the girl--Kotoko--home. 


She was quiet, more than a little shell-shocked, but Toko showed 
Kotoko her new room, drew the young tiefling a bath, and laid out 
clothes that were most likely much too big on her, with the promise 
of her choice of new clothing tomorrow. She seemed to perk up a bit 
at the mention, and Toko couldn't help but feel a small flutter of hope 
in her chest. 


Kotoko stumbled, her back hitting one of the arena's walls. She could 
feel the bruises blossoming along her ribs, the slashes along her arms 
bleeding, and she felt her fear spike. Her grip on her warhammer 
slackened, exhausted after using it to help brace against the blows 
taken from a man at least twice her size. : 


He lumbered toward her unhurriedly, a triumphant smirk spreading 
across his face. He knew this fight was all but won. One word from 
the masters and he'd be able to break her however he pleased. 
Kotoko was sure he'd be thrilled to beat a proud Hells-born tiefling 
into submission, y uncaring that she was a a child, and the crowd would 


point, but the man only looked on dispassionately. 


The miner suddenly filled Kotoko's vision. He leaned down, getting 
in her face. “Surrender, girl, or [ll spill your tainted blood all over the 
pit.” He laughed maliciously, and Kotoko shuddered in disgust and 
fear. 


She was tired of surrendering, of giving in, of hurting. She didn't 
want to be weak anymore. Gods, she wanted to kill the disgusting 
men who were pleased to see her in pain, but more than anything, 
she wanted to win. She let the feelings wash over her, something 
sparking to life deep inside her. 


“I surrender,” she said, and the man's smirk widened, “Just not to 
you.” For once, she let her anger consume her. A snarl started deep in 
her chest, working its way out of her throat and breathing life into the 
space between them. Kotoko felt new strength surge through her, 
reinvigorated and sure. 


She felt her already sharp nails and teeth lengthen, standing taller as 
fur sprouted along her arms. Kotoko felt more feral creature than 
young girl at that moment, and she loved how alive it made her feel. 


Do you want to be strong? The creature asked her. 


I want to be free, Kotoko responded. 


She might not be able to fight against her captors, not yet, but she 
could defeat the man in front of her--this promise of power would 
ensure it. As Kotoko surrendered to her rage, opening her jaw wide, 
she caught a glimpse of herself in the reflection of his fear-filled eyes- 
-one of a wild beast. Her jaw closed around his neck with a — 


— knock on the door. Someone was knocking on her door. Kotoko 
blinked dazedly, trying to remember where she was. She looked 
around the room, trying to reorient herself: plum-colored curtains, 
now shredded to bits; a bed in the corner, downy feathers still 
floating in the air; pale pink walls with significantly more gouges 
than before- ah, she remembered. She had been rescued. 


She was free. The Future Guild had saved her and her friends...so 
why did she still feel so unsafe? 


" — Kid, are you alright in there?" Toko's voice was muffled through 
the door, and Kotoko winced. How long had she been calling for her? 
Gods, what would she say when she saw what Kotoko had done? 
Her gut squirmed as she glanced down at her hands, still covered in 
fur. 


She needed to calm down. What had Toko taught her? Breathe in, 
breathe out. She wasn't in any danger here, in this lived-in apartment 
in the middle of a big city. Kotoko was one of many here— the 
chances of anything bad happening to her were incredibly low, 
especially with a strong Guild member like Toko around. 


Kotoko breathed a sigh of relief as her nails receded slightly and the 
fur disappeared, fear no longer at the forefront of her mind. Toko had 
stopped knocking. After a moment of silence, she heard the woman 
sigh heavily. “Can you at least open the door so I know you're 
alive?" 


Kotoko frowned, feeling bad for making her worry. She took another 
breath to steel herself before striding confidently to the door. She 
opened it slightly, plastering a bright smile on her face. "Sorry, sorry, 
I didn't hear you! I was catching up on my beauty Sleep," Kotoko 
sang, hoping that Toko wouldn: i- BE able en too much of the 


destruction behind her. 


Unfortunately, it seemed like luck wasn't on Kotoko's side, and she 
winced internally as she saw the way the eladrin's eyes snagged 
briefly on the curtains. Something passed over her face before it 
quickly disappeared, settling on Toko’s signature dour expression. 


“Right. Well, dinner's ready, if you want to join me.” Kotoko 
cheered, racing down the stairs to the dining room. She chattered 
joyfully through dinner, relieved that Toko would keep quiet for a 
little while longer. 


The two of them settled into a routine. During the day, Toko would 


invite Kotoko to come into the city with her. “Running errands,” she, - 


told Kotoko with a constipated look on her face, but Kotoko knew 
better. Toko liked routine: they went to the market on the weekends, 
visited the guild for a short time every other day, and would 
occasionally stop by a bookseller so Toko could disdainfully look 
over their collection. 


Any other day they went into the city, she took Kotoko to clothing 
and potions shops, the smithy, and the park--anything that caught 
her eye, Toko would make some thinly veiled excuse about why they 
needed to stop in. She seemed to like doing things for Kotoko, giving 
her things. It confused her, and she tried to shake away the warmth 
in her chest every time Toko awkwardly showed her care. z 


Overall, things were...fine. By night, however, Kotoko found herself 
struggling to adjust. While her episodes had initially been rare as she 
"settled into an unfamiliar place, they seemed to occur more regularly 
as her comfort levels grew. They crept up on her at night with 
seemingly no pattern, leaving both herself and Toko drained the next 
morning. 


Kotoko was confused by Toko’s behavior. Her guardian didn’t have 
to stay up alongside her while Kotoko raged, but she did so anyway. 
She would sit outside her door, never crossing Kotoko’s boundaries, 


and wait for the memories to run their course. Kotoko felt oddly 
touched by Toko’s actions, the kindness offered without discussing it 
afterward. 5 


She was still having episodes at night, but none nearly as bad as that 
first one a few days ago. Of course, as soon as Kotoko became used to 
the routine, everything changed, and their series of relatively good 
nights shattered. 


Kotoko had surprisingly been able to fall asleep without issue but 
was swiftly swept up into a maelstrom of memories filled with pain 
and confusion. Her gums and fingers ached and pain coursed 
through her body. Suddenly, her air supply was cut off and 
malicious laughter filled her ears. Kotoko clawed at her neck, at her 
ears — anything to free herself from the terror that chilled her. She let 
oüt a piercing scream as air rushed back into her lungs, leaving her 
dizzy from the pain and the sudden rush of oxygen. 


A different voice washed over her, one without warmth but one she 
registered as safe nonetheless. The pain lessened for a moment before 
returning with twice the intensity and Kotoko screamed again, 
deeper and angrier in the face of the abuse. 


Suddenly, she was wrenched into consciousness by a gentle hand on 
her shoulder. Confused by the physical contact, she instinctively 
lashed a claw out and caught flesh, but Kotoko's reaction was not 
met with a cry of pain. Her vision cleared a bit, enough for her to see 
the blood welling up from a deep gash in a pale purple arm. Toko's 
arm. 


Guilt settled heavily in Kotoko's stomach and a squirming fear 
crawled up her throat. She had hurt Toko, who had only ever tried to 
take care of her! Now that she had hurt her guardian, she was sure to 
be sent away, but first Toko was going to hurt her back, punish her. 
She deserved punishment, Kotoko knew that she had been bad, but 
she didn't want it. She scuttled away from Toko, who was sitting on 
the edge of her large bed, and made herself as small as possible in a 
distant corner of it. epee EE ay ees = Ses 


Kotoko struggled to breathe and was only reminded of her dream — a 
hand reaching. out and squeezing, her back burning — and a few tears’ | 
leaked from the corners of her eyes as she trembled. She was so 
caught up in her thoughts that when Toko finally spoke to her, quiet 
but rough, she couldn't hold back her flinch. 


"Kotoko," Toko said, no pain in her voice despite the depth of her 
injury, "You're not in trouble.” Kotoko shook her head — of course, 
she was in trouble, she hurt one of the masters! Fire might not hurt 
her as badly but they still had other punishments for a cursed tiefling 
like her— 


"Can I touch you?" Toko asked, still so quiet and calm. A whimper 
snuck out of Kotoko's throat unbidden nonetheless, fearing touches 


that shocked and burned despite her infernal nature. Even though, . 


Kotoko didn't want it, she still expected Toko to touch her 
regardless — who would listen to a devil's child anyway? — but she 
only sighed softly and said, "Okay." 


And then something even more confusing happened: Toko sat there, 
unmoving, from her spot on the bed and began to talk. She told 
Kotoko stories of all kinds: about her life, about the adventures she'd 
been on and the people she'd met, and about her home in the 
Feywild —how she missed it and always felt like a little bit of an 
outsider here even though people had more or less accepted her by 
now. 


Kotoko let the stories wash over her and felt the tension slowly leave - 
her body. She looked over at Toko, who had sat here with her 
without hesitation, and felt nothing but gratitude. 


‘She slowly crawled across the bed to sit beside Toko, feeling another 
pang of guilt at the sight of the wound, still bleeding sluggishly. She 
took a deep breath and carefully took Toko's hand. The eladrin 
stumbled over her words for a moment before continuing her story, 
squeezing the girl's hand gently in response. 


As Kotoko let the exhaustion from the emotional night overtake her, 
the sound of Toko's voice washing over her, she had the sudden, 


comforting thought that her guardian’s’hands were cool in her 
slightly smaller, overheated ones. 


Kotoko woke up to the late afternoon sun on her face and the sound 
of voices downstairs. She blinked a few times before the events of last 
night washed over her, and the guilt and embarrassment came 
rushing back. She shook her head and went downstairs to the dining 
room, finding Toko with a strangely dressed tiefling woman who 
was stitching up the gash in Toko’s arm, cackling loudly and 
chattering her ear off. Toko looked miserable, but there was a 
familiarity to it, a fondness, almost, and Kotoko hesitated in the 
doorway. 


Toko noticed her, and though her face didn't change much, Kotoko 
thought her eyes maybe looked warmer, softer. She gestured for 
Kotoko to join them and she sat at the table curiously, swinging her 
feet, 


“So this is your little spark, hm?” The tiefling woman glanced at her 
and smiled, “She’s cute! She gonna follow in your footsteps one 
d ay?” . E 


"Just focus on sewing me up, Mioda," Toko growled, but Kotoko saw 
a blush rise to her cheeks and ears. Toko turned to her as much as she 
could without obstructing the other woman's work. “Kotoko, this is 
Ibuki Mioda. We've known each other for a long time." 


Kotoko looked at Ibuki, wide-eyed. The only other tieflings she had 
ever known were her parents, and they were —long gone. "It's nice to 
meet you, sister," Kotoko said. 


Ibuki laughed raucously and Kotoko felt her own cheeks flush in 
embarrassment. “Isn't she just precious? I should have visited my 
favorite writer sooner! It's nice to meet you too, little sister,” Ibuki 
smiled at her, and Kotoko- wondered just how the two of these 
women had met, so opposite: from one ‚another. | 


As she watched Ibuki finish her work, humming a a tune to o keep t the 


stitches clean, Kotoko's eyes guiltily snagged on the wound she 
caused. 


"Y'know, you're not the only one who's had a hard time fitting into 
this world," Ibuki said, picking up on Kotoko's sudden silence. 


Kotoko felt a pang of sadness at the thought of such a bright, 
confident woman possibly having to navigate the big, scary world on 
her own and hoped she hadn't been entirely alone. Ibuki was so 
colorful: she didn't try to hide her horns or tail and wasn't afraid to 
draw attention to herself with her bright clothing. How long did it take 
her to feel that comfortable in her own skin? Kotoko wondered. 


"I didn't know tieflings could live freely on the surface,” she 
admitted. 


“It’s certainly difficult for us, especially when people decide who we 
are before we've even spoken a word to them. I used to struggle to 
keep my infernal nature in check, but that only made the fire harder. 
to control," she said. 


"Everyone was always so cruel to you," Toko growled. "We both 
belong in Faerün as much as anyone else does!" 


Ibuki smiled warmly at Toko. “This world isn't the kindest to people 
like us, little sister, but some people make living worth it,” she 
agreed, and Toko looked away, flustered. 


"That's a story for another time, though." She glanced at Toko, and _ 
something seemed to pass between them. “Besides, I wasn't talking 
about me!” Ibuki said. 


-It took Kotoko a moment to understand. “Toko?” She asked 
incredulously, and Toko nodded, looking a bit uncomfortable. 


“Coming here from the Feywild was... an adjustment,” Toko 
scowled. “On top of that, I wrestled with keeping myself under 
control, too. It used to be difficult for me to pull back once I became 
angry. It would completely overtake me when I was in battle and I 
would get swept up in the frenzy of it all. 


“I-embraced the feeling: combat was so... thrilling, in a way not 
much else was. It was freeing to hold so much power in my hands 
when I was so powerless about everything else happening around 
me.” Toko's eyes shone, and Kotoko could certainly relate to that 
feeling. 


Her smile turned bitter as the look in her eyes became distant. “It was 
fine at first, but then I started losing chunks of time. I ended up 
hurting myself and those I cared about. Talking about it helped, 
some, but finding people who were able to pull me out and were 
strong enough to support me helped more.” Toko squeezed Ibuki's 
hand and the tiefling woman smiled brightly at her. “Control comes 
with time.” 


Caught up in the story, Kotoko couldn't stop her next words from 
escaping her: "Is it really worth taking care of me if it'll take so much 
time and effort to control that part of me?" She slapped her hands 
over her mouth and winced at Ibuki's noise of concern, immediately 
wishing she could take it back. 


Toko's features contorted and for the first time since the raid, Kotoko 
saw her melancholic, emotionally repressed guardian become angry. 


“Of course, it’s worth it, Kotoko. You're worth it, and I will always take 
care of you now that you're under my protection. You can overcome 
this, and you don't have to do it alone." 


As Kotoko looked at the woman getting angry on her behalf, she saw 
the woman who saved her, her avenging angel covered in blood and 
gore, and she allowed herself to breathe. She crawled across the table 
to fall into Toko's lap and hug her. The eladrin made a surprised 
noise before holding Kotoko fiercely, her arms thin as willow 
branches but strong as tree roots, and for the first time in a long time, 
- Kotoko felt protected. _ 


And Kotoko feltloved. | = 
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They've been following the beaten forest path for just over a week 
now. If Rantaro is reading his map correctly — and he would like to 
think that he is— they're about two-thirds of the way to their next 
stop. 


He's been trying to hide it, but ever since they passed the town that 
marked the approximate halfway point on their journey, an itch has 
begun just underneath the surface of his skin. An itch that's 
worsened the closer they've gotten — or more aptly put, a restlessness 
that only becomes more and more impossible to ignore. It's at a point 
where he's been finding it difficult to sleep at night. The trip just can't 
go by fast enough. Every time his companions suggest they stop and 
take a rest, Rantaro goes along with it, because nobody can go on 
empty for too long... but that doesn't mean he's been very happy 
about it. 


Even the weather today seems to be contributing to Rantaro's itch. 
The air is nippy, already starting to take on the familiar smell of 
petrichor, and the sky above has turned a deep grey colour as 
stormclouds roll out from the depths of the forest. Rantaro has been 
keeping an eye on it, but admittedly ignoring it for the most part in 
favour of making more progress. A bit of rain has never slowed him 
down before, after all. : 


They're making their way over a short slope now, listening to the 
distant sounds of voices and carts, hooves clopping against 


A v^ PR T 7 


“ae 


e 


cobblestones: likely the inhabitants of a small village not too far from 
here. It isn't marked on their map, but Rantaro doesn't find that 
particularly surprising. These smaller places tend to go unnoticed by 
the flashier explorers, and the contact who Rantaro got this map from 
used to be one of the greats. 


“The day went by pretty fast, huh?” Kaede tips her head back and 
studies the clouds, a pout tugging at her lips. Her pink eyes are 


narrowed, pointed ears flattened back against her hair. With the 


hand she isn’t using to shield her face, Kaede fidgets with the strap 
on her travel keyboard, clearly more restless than she wants to betray 
with her words. “Or is the sky just getting darker...?” 


"It's not that late,” Kaito mumbles beside her. He's also looking at the 
sky, but his expression is less worried than Kaede's— Kaito leans 
more overconfident—as his eyes sweep the clouds. He's probably 
checking to see where the sun is. "It's only been a few hours since we 
stopped for lunch, right?" 


Tenko tugs at her sleeves. She dresses lightly as any monk would, but 
she isn't quite powerful enough yet to be completely immune to the 
elements. Rantaro had offered her his cloak earlier, but Tenko's 
response was thoroughly hostile enough to discourage him from 
(maybe ever) bringing it up again. Her cheeks are slightly puffed out 
as she considers what Kaito said, her hand tangling in her messy 
right braid. | 


“Maybe we got a late start?” Tenko suggests. “Tenko did sleep very 
deeply last night...” 


Ryoma snorts. “You sleep deeply every night, kid.” He adjusts his 
hood so he too can get a look at the sky; usually he keeps it pulled far 
enough over his blue-tinted forehead to hide his eyes from view 
entirely. After a pause to scrutinise, Ryoma grunts and readjusts his 
cloak. “Hard to tell in this mess. Think there might be a storm comin’, 
though.” 


As a ranger, Ryoma is probably the most qualified to guess out of the 
lot. He's been living off the land for years longer than any of them— 


~ Tenko had joined the group only about a 


and besides, just as soon as the words have left his mouth, the 
weather seems to agree with him. Rantaro can feel the wind picking 
up further, the limbs on nearby trees bending and creaking 
overhead. He doesn't specialise in weather-related spells or 
anything, but there's a certain energy you can start to feel in the air 
when it's about to rain. (Though that energy could also just be the 
humidity; it can be hard to tell the difference at times.) 


-Rantaro exhales, reaching for his necklace. It glows a faint green in 


silent acknowledgment of his frustration. It's probably just about the 
right time to stop, anyway. He hasn't had a chance yet to rest and 
regain spell slots, to the point where he doubts he could even manage 


- a cantrip right now. Beyond that, though his friends aren't the 
complaining type, Rantaro can tell they're tired too. Kaito and Tenko 


in particular aren't built for long journeys like this. Humans need to 
sleep at least eight hours every night, and even if the both of them 
did manage to rest, Rantaro's caught the way Kaito keeps pausing to 
rub underneath the straps of his armour, with Tenko at his side often 
flexing the soles of her feet. 


If it were just him, Kaede, and Ryoma, 
maybe. Rantaro knows from previous 
journeys that Ryoma can take a lot, and for 
Kaede's part, she has boundless positivity 
on top of being a full elf (unlike Rantaro 
who is only half), which means she doesn't 
actually need to sleep in the way humans 
do. She is new to this, though. She and 


month ago after meeting at a festival some 
miles back, and Rantaro can tell they're 
still adjusting to living on the road. 


Despite all this, and despite the impending 
threat of rain and storm, Rantaro is 
inclined to say he wants to keep going no 
matter what. After all, even if his sister is in 
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this city they're going towards, she won't be there for long. Time is 
hardly in abundance here... but it's just not fair to do that to his 
friends. 


-Rantaro makes his decision in the nick of time. The first few droplets 
of rain are light and small, but it quickly picks up until the sky is 
practically dumping on them. Tenko lets out asquawk of displeasure 
and Kaito quickly scrambles over to shield her with his cloak. 


“We should stop,” Rantaro grumbles redundantly, a forearm lifted to - 


keep the rain out of his face. “I think I heard a village down the ar 
maybe they'll have some kind of inn we can use to wait out the rain.” 


(It's not that much of a delay, Rantaro reasons. Only as much as they 
get every night when they have to go to sleep.) 


The village at the bottom of the hill is so small in fact that they do not 
have an inn open for business. Luckily, there's no shortage of 
worried, fussy villagers, and after a murmured explanation of their 
quest — and a generous bag of gold pieces — Rantaro finds that one of 
the local farmers can be easily persuaded to allow them to wait out 
the storm in her living room. 


Really, it's a good thing they got moving when they did. Rantaro 
stands by the window as the rest of his group fusses behind him, 
shedding their drenched equipment and complaining about the 
change in weather, but the rain picks up dramatically even just as 
they stand in here, pounding against the glass. Rantaro can feel 
condensation starting to form on the windowsill. 


So they'll probably be here at least for the night. Rantaro turns 
around with a sigh, sweeping his hand through his bangs. They're 
damp. During previous storms, Rantaro has cast a warming spell and 
kept moving, but he'd been alone back then. This was just 
unavoidable. 


Admittedly, he has to repeat the line to himself a few times as he 
makes his way over and sits next to Ryoma on the couch. 


"I always loved it when it rained like this back home," Kaede admits 
in a hushed, almost reverent tone. She's seated in a worn, cushy 
armchair with Tenko leaned against her knees, hands deftly weaving 
the monk's hair into new braids as she talks. "The dry spells back 
there seemed to last forever. It always felt like the rain was washing 
everything away." 


"Could be washing our lead away if we take too long," Ryoma 
grumbles. He pauses, grey eyes drifting over to Rantaro. Rantaro 
isn't sure what kind of face he's making — he feels a bit cold at the 
moment, generally detached from his own body — but whatever it is, 
Ryoma looks somewhat abashed by it. "Sorry, kid. Didn't mean it 
like that." 


Kaito, seated on the floor by the fireplace, is drying his armour with a 
deep, focused crease in his brow, but he perks up slightly hearing 


Ryoma's tone. “You guys, there's nothing to worry about! I"m sure ~ 


the rain'll be over in a few hours and we'll be able to keep going!" 


“A few hours is... pretty optimistic," Kaede admits, “but Kaito is 


right! We'll be out of this place by morning." 


“Typical male overconfidence,” Tenko says, sighing. “What do you ~~ 


know about the weather?” 


. Kaito's face flushes, even though Rantaro is pretty sure that Tenko 
. knows arguably less about the weather than he does. "Excuse you! I 
know plenty!" 


As Tenko blows a raspberry at him —a gesture which Kaito promptly 
returns — Rantaro puts both hands up in a placating gesture. 


"It's alright, you two. Kaito and Kaede are probably right. A rest like _ 


this is no big deal." Rantaro's eyes wander back to the window, 
where rain has begun to pour down the glass in uninterrupted 
streams of liquid. "It'll be better than sleeping out on the ground, 
anyway." 


“True that,” Kaede sighs, tying off one of Tenko's braids and 
dropping back into the chair with her arms stretched over her head. 
She practically disappears into the cushions, only the pink tips of her 
nose and pointed ears sticking out. Voice muffled, she continues, 
"Not that it's not super fun being under the stars and all! But it'll be 
nice to meditate in a warm building again..." 


Looking put-out at the star mention, Kaito complains, "Not that we 
could see them tonight anyways," before he turns to hang his armour 
to finish drying. Seems there's only so much you can do by hand. If 
Rantaro was in the state for it, he'd just cast a drying spell, but any 
attempt at summoning his magic right now would probably be kind 
of useless. It really is a good thing they're resting like this. In a warm 
building and all. 


Rantaro realises he's digging his nails into the arm of the couch when 
his hand starts to ache; slackening his grip reveals little crescent- 
shaped indents in the leather. Frowning, Rantaro attempts to smooth 
them out, but it looks like they're there to stay. Maybe Kaede will 
.know a little ditty to fix that. 


A glance over, however, reveals that Kaede has begun meditating 
already, submerged in her armchair prison. Tenko has taken over 
finishing her other braid, eyes scrunched up with fondness as she 
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watches her friend go into a trance. After a decent pause, Tenko faces 
forward again. Her gaze darts to Rantaro for the first time since they 
came in. ESL CU. 


“Momota-san was right, even if his arrogance is appalling,” Tenko 
states. "We'll reach the city soon! Rantaro should relax a little. Or 
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else! 


What does or else mean in this context? Is Tenko going to attack him if 


he stays tense? Rantaro must look worried, or at least disconcerted, 


because Ryoma chuckles from beside him and reaches over to pat 
him on the knee. | 


“Easy. Worst thing she'll do is an aggressive massage.” 


Tenko nods fervently. “Followed by a judo flip. But massage first! 
Rantaro would break if I throw him while he's all brittle." 


“I would definitely break,” Rantaro agrees, rubbing the back of his 
neck. He smiles apologetically. "I promise, you don't need to worry 
about me. I’m confident in all of us, and I’m sure that setbacks aside, 
we'll make it there in time." 


If Rantaro says it enough, he's got to believe it eventually. He just 
needs to play it off well enough that he doesn't become a burden on 
his friends. 


"Let's all just get some rest, okay?" Rantaro adds, glancing away. 
"It's been a long day... I know I need to sit for a while with my 
spellcasting focus." He sighs, fiddling with his necklace again. It's 


$ frustrating not being able to cast spells — which perhaps means that 


Rantaro is overly reliant on magic, but it's a difficult position to be in 
as a mage. There's only so much he can do like this outside of 
trusting his friends to keep an eye out for him, and of course he trusts 


them, but... knowing that somebody has your best interests at heart 


is different from relying on them in a crisis. 


See, that's how Rantaro knows he needs sleep. He stands, lifting two. 
of the many blankets their host piled on the back of the couch and 
selecting a spot by the window. There, he lays out one blanket to sit = 


onand one to pull over himself. His plan isn't to sleep yet, but regain 
some of those spell slots. Being closer to the forest should help him 
relax. Rantaro is only half wood elf, which means he doesn't need to 
= spend as much time near the trees as, say, his mother would have 
to... but it does help him feel better. He'll need it right now 
especially. Anything to get the concerned weight of his friends' eyes 
off of him. 


Meditating over his spellcasting focus is usually simple. Rantaro 
draws most of his power from an internal frustration at himself for 
losing his sisters in the first place, and it takes very little to bring that 
feeling to the surface, so the process of regaining his spell slots 
generally takes up to a couple hours. 


Tonight, Rantaro's frustration is mixed with restlessness and guilt, 
feelings that while not unfamiliar do make it practically impossible 
to focus on his magic. Hours have passed when Rantaro opens his 
eyes again and uncurls his stiff fingers from around his necklace. The 
sky outside is still dark, the rain still pouring, but his friends are all 
fast asleep... and he hasn't regained even a little bit of his magic. 


Rantaro puts his necklace aside to pace. There are only so many 
places he can go in a room like this, but everyone is sleeping pretty 
close to the fireplace, so Rantaro paces some distance away behind 
the couch, hands clasped behind his back. His thoughts aren't racing 
like they were before. At this hour, as heavy and clouded as he feels 
right now, any thoughts he is having are impossible to pick out from 
one another. A tangled mess that does nothing for him, really, other 
than make it harder to do what he needs to. 


That has always been Rantaro's problem, ultimately. His father 
thinks so too. Rantaro gets in his own way. His emotions have always 
-been his undoing. It would be nice if he knew a spell to get rid of that 
tendency, but if such a thing exists, he hasn't heard of it. He certainly 
doesn't have the time to go looking: - 


Distorted though his thoughts are, they're also loud. Loud enough 
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that Rantaro doesn't actually notice how much noise he's making, 
not until he does another loop around the room and turns to see 
Ryoma awake and staring at him from over the back of the couch. 


Rantaro jumps. “Ryoma!I—” - 


No need to shout. Rantaro quickly lowers his voice. 


"Sorry — did I wake you up?" 


Ryoma, never the type to mince words, yawns out, "Sure did," and 


rubs one of his eyes as he swings his legs off the side of the couch. 
“Not with the pacing, though. More with that loud thinking you're 
doing over there." 


“The pacing got Tenko.” Tenko complains from under the blanket she 


has somehow managed to tangle around her head. Only one 
disgruntled green eye is visible from underneath it. “Rantaro’s 
footfalls are heavy for a wizard.” 


Rantaro winces. "Sorry. I wasn't trying to — I didn't realise." 


"Its okay." Kaede straightens up from where she was just now 
resting peacefully in the armchair, patting down her messy hair. 
"You're worried, right? That's why you're still awake." 


Kaito, for his part, snores on, still sprawled out on the floor. (Being an 
early and deep sleeper, Kaito tends to take last watch when they 
sleep outside.) The sight makes Rantaro smile, partly with fondness 
for his friend and also out of relief that he hadn't managed to wake 


- everyone, but it's not long before the astuteness of Kaede's question 


starts to weigh on him. 


His shoulders slump. "I guess." 


Ryoma pats the spot next to him on the couch. Tenko drags the 


blanket down from her face and Kaede sits up straighter, eyes wide 
and attentive. Rantaro feels something in his chest tighten, but 
nonetheless makes his way over and sinks into the couch cushions. 
next to Ryoma. They're warm, which makes sense as Ryoma has - 


— 


been sleeping on them for hours, but Rantaro still has to take a 


moment to get used to it. 


. "Listen, I don't want you guys to worry about me,” Rantaro 
. murmurs. He furrows his brow. "I'm— frustrated that we had to 
‘stop, but it was the right decision. We can't help the weather, and 
delays are inevitable, and... that's all there is to it." 


Kaede tilts her head. "Hmm... I guess you're right, huh? That really 
is all there is to it... or it's all there would be to it if you were like, an 
automaton and completely incapable of feeling." 


"We can tell you're ticked off, kid," Ryoma adds, scratching the side 
of his head. "Doubt anyone expected you not to be." 


“Tenko is frustrated too!" Tenko adds, loud as ever despite the hour. 
"She was tempted to fight the rain at first — we have places to be! And 
Rantaro's sisters to find!" Her cheeks puff out and she balls her hands 
into fists. "Once Tenko is powerful enough — then the weather will 
see! Only then!" 


Some combination of Kaede and Ryoma's wisdom and Tenko's 
aggressive but endearing comments bring a laugh out of Rantaro. He 
leans back against the couch and runs a hand through his hair. 


"Right, but I still don't want to complain about having to make the 
right call..." Rantaro looks away. “All of you are important to me. 
Even if I would have pushed it alone, I can't let myself regret doing 
this when I wouldn't regret bringing you along to begin with." 


Conspicuously, Kaito has stopped snoring. When Rantaro glances 
over, he sees that Kaito's head is tipped his way, eyes half-open and 
bleary. His voice is thick when he says, "S'don't regret it. 's good for 
you anyways; shouldn't be out in that weather." 


"When you put it like that, it almost sounds like we're doing you a 
favour, forcing you to look after yourself more,” Kaede adds slyly. 


Rantaro puffs out his cheeks. “You definitely are doing me a favour, 
but I don’t know if I would characterise it as — " - 


"Kid," Ryoma interjects, putting up a hand. Rantaro stops talking to 
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listen; Ryoma only interrupts when he has something really 
important to say. “We know you well enough to know your 
intentions by now. If you want any of us to sleep tonight, you’re 
gonna have to get those feelings out first.” He nudges Rantaro’s 
shoulder. “So just say it. Don't gotta beat around the bush.” 


“Only a male would be so cocky as to assume Tenko can't tell what 
he's thinking,” Tenko adds with a huff. “Just get it off your chest! If 
you want, Tenko will spar with you too and tire you out!” 


“No thanks,” Rantaro replies automatically. Magic or not, he would 
absolutely lose in a spar against Tenko. He smiles after that, a bit 
sheepish. “But... Imean, are you sure you don't...” 


Kaito mumbles something from the floor. He's already drifting off 
again. Kaede lightly Kicks his side and says, "None of us mind, 


Rantaro. You're our friend. Go ahead and say whatever you need to 


say, okay?" A E. 


It is... tempting, though Rantaro can't completely ignore the part of 


- him that still feels like he's inconveniencing them. He takes a 
steadying breath and runs his fingers along the couch cushions, - 


wishing he'd brought his necklace with him to fidget with. == 


Oh, well. If he rests well enough tonight, maybe he won't even need 
to meditate with it to regain some of those spell slots. It's worth a try, 
at least. 


Besides, with the rain pounding so heavily outside and the soft, hazy 
gazes of his friends all seated around him... it's almost as if Rantaro 
is speaking into a blanketed darkness, a void that will receive his 
feelings without making them tangible. It's comforting in a way 
Rantaro can't put into words, so he doesn't try. He just closes his eyes | 
and speaks. 
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